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CHAPTER 1
ANOTHER ORDINARY DAY



… pit-pat, pit-pat, pit-pat, pit-pat …

Some days, the grievous trek to Mining Town 428 was unbearable, even in the weightlessness of space. It made Firen Blazerunner wonder if he’d made a mistake purchasing an asteroid so far from town. He’d saved scales incessantly to acquire the deeply-discounted “floater”—a baby asteroid, about fifty wings across, tethered precariously by firesteel chain to the darkest recesses of its gargantuan mother rock, Narmoroth.

Unfortunately, its remote location resulted in an arduous commute. When his impressive dragon haunches ached before work—where he’d yet to endure eight hours of intense physical exertion—he wondered if it was worth it.

I’ve got to get more sleep. I’m still recovering from yesterday.

Like any other day on the outer belt, Firen set a steady pace on all fours across the hulking chain that was the sole egress from his home. He even left an entire hour early to ensure he arrived at the ice mine on time.

The flicking of his talons against the chain rang out with a pitter-patter as he teased his body along in a floating gait. There was a certain art to the movement. He didn’t dare stray far from the chain lest an errant gust of ether blow them into the void of space. Yet he needed some distance in order to drift unerringly forward, which was the most efficient method of travel.

At least, it was for a dragon that couldn’t fly.

His bleary-eyed daughter, Tarly, clung to his back, enjoying the free ride to school. She was only ten years old, and the formidable distance to town would’ve taken her twice as long. Besides that, there was still talk of a monster threat in their sector, and Firen would never forgive himself if anything happened to her.

He was a simple, ordinary dragon. He didn’t have soaring dreams for his future. He didn’t have a sparkling personality that was the life and soul of a party. The one thing he did have—the one thing he treasured, above all else—was his daughter, Tarly. His few precious goals were only because of his love for her. All else came second.

So when he was forced to carry her to school, he didn’t mind it in the least. He doted on the dragonling constantly, and the heat of her tiny breath on his back warmed not only his body but also his soul. He found the corner of his mouth curling into a grin as he floated along in the weightlessness of space.

… pit-pat, pit-pat, pit-pat, pit-pat …

When he reached the halfway point etched clearly in the firesteel, he flared his wings wide, disturbing Tarly from her cozy perch. His wings windmilled their pitiful magical veins through the ambient ether, straining to slow his motion to a halt. His long talons wrapped around the girthy chain links, and he paused to perform their daily ritual: a brief respite to enjoy the stars.

From this vantage point, their home on the floating rock behind was hidden from view, nothing more than a pinprick of shadow against the starry cloud of the Brightling galaxy. To their forefront, the unnamed mining town was nestled in the shadowy underside of the great asteroid, Narmoroth. The townsfolk had yet to stir, and the entrances to the countless dragon warrens drilled deep into the rock were dark and cold.

Firen’s lungs panted, sucking in great breaths of ether that slowly refilled his magic reserves. He then turned his view to the center of the star system, where the binary stars of Karn and Kax orbited each other lazily. Karn was the bigger of the two, but Kax was hotter, burning a citrine yellow that outshone Karn’s dull ochre.

Even from their distant location in the outermost belt, the sight was bright enough that membranes flicked protectively over his eyes. If he squinted hard enough, he could barely make out the curling arc of asteroids that made up MidBelt, where most dragonfolk resided. Beyond that, and utterly invisible at this distance, lay InBelt, where only the dragon hive monarchy and the supremely wealthy were allowed to step foot. At the behest of InBelt’s powermongers, every measurement of time in the system marched to the inner belt’s cadence, from belt days to belt years.

Firen grunted, pulling a jaded frown.

Do InBelters even know dragons like us exist? Eking out a living in the outer reaches?

Tarly yawned and stretched out her right forelimb in concert with her left hind leg.

“Are we there yet?” she asked.

Firen snorted, expelling a chuff of amber fire from his snout. Tarly said that line every day, on cue and without fail. Firen had no idea why he still snorted at it. It had become as much a part of their morning ritual as anything else, he supposed. Regardless, it didn’t merit a response, and they sat in companionable silence as Firen’s ether reserves ticked upward.

“Where’s that sweeper we saw yesterday?” asked Tarly.

“It’s long gone by now,” said Firen, pointing with a wing to the gigantic blue sphere far to their right. Its horizon appeared perfectly circular at this distance, but Firen had been caught in a sweeper’s gravity once, and he remembered how the jagged ground could be seen bunching up into vast mountain ranges when up close.

Tarly shuddered, then said in a small voice, “Is it true a sweeper killed an empress once?”

“That’s what the stories say. But only because she was such an arrogant fool. No one dances with a sweeper and lives to tell the tale. No one.”

Firen shook his head as he stared at the imperceptibly receding planet. “Many a greedy dragon has been lured to their death by their oceans of liquid ice. First, their gravity sucks you in. Then they set you on fire. If you’re still alive after that, they crush you with their atmosphere.”

“Is that why the space between belts is so empty?”

“Why do you think they’re called sweepers?”

Tarly shuddered, prompting Firen to tilt back his head and nuzzle her affectionately. “You don’t have to worry, Tar. The paths of every sweeper are well-mapped, and as long as you stay out of their way, they can’t hurt you.” His gaze lingered on the planet for a beat longer before turning to face the long chain stretching into Narmoroth’s shadow. “Time to go.”

Tarly tightened her grip on his scales as he lurched onward, building his floating momentum swiftly with powerful flicks from his talons.

… pit-pat, pit-pat, pit-pat, pit-pat …

They neared where the black curtain of Narmoroth’s shadow sliced diagonally across their path, and a sudden gust of ether wind rocked the chain, tossing Firen adrift.

“DAD!”

“Hang on!”

His wings beat furiously as his hind legs reached for the absent links. Within a skipped heartbeat, the bucking chain bobbed within range and his talons desperately clasped onto it.

The ether currents buffeted them there for several minutes as they waited with clenched claws. Finally, when the wild gusts abated, Firen tentatively resumed their journey.

“That was a close one, Dad.”

Firen exhaled forcefully, hoping it would slow his rampaging pulse. “I know, I know. If only my heartfire was awakened. Then I could fly us to town.”

But my heartfire is as dead as ice.

Firen’s claws steadily drew them along the chain. After the shock of being thrown adrift, he decided to forgo floating altogether until they reached Narmoroth’s face.

“Tell me that story again, Dad. About the time you saw a dragon fly.”

He sighed. “There’s not much to tell. He was one of the hive officers from MidBelt. I saw him arrive at the docks. Next thing I know, he flapped his wings and took off into the sky without a care in the world. He veered and dove and spun. It was like watching a drunk comet in dragon form! His wings were so full of magic, I could see the veins pulsing every time they beat against the ether.

“Every time I think back on that day, Tar, I’m convinced his wings could feel the ether, as if it was a true substance.” Firen glanced at his own wings, sculling endlessly against the sky to little effect. “Not like these pitiful things.”

“Stars above,” said Tarly in wonder. “One day, Dad. One day I want to do that.”

“You and me both, Tar.”

Within a quarter hour, they’d reached the chain’s anchor—a hulking, six-fingered metal claw that splayed twenty wings across and sank deep into Narmoroth’s side. Firen gave the anchor a cursory inspection as he leaped over it, gliding to the rocky base before he reoriented himself and took off toward town.

They arrived on the claw-scratched path that was the main thoroughfare as the town stirred to life. Steel street lamps, filled with dragoncoal, flickered to flame. Merchants opened windows to their wares and expelled great breaths of ether against their shop floors, creating clouds of dust that blossomed into the starry sky. Several dragon mechs soared by overhead with their limbs tucked in and jets of ignited ether fountaining from their metal wings.

One mech, in particular, towed a train of minecarts behind it, with each cart packed with a dragonling child on their way to school. Other residents emptied from their dwellings to join them on the main thoroughfare. Each of them fluttered raised wings to keep their body pressed downward and give their claws purchase during their floating gait.

A jaw-watering scent filled the ether, commandeering Firen’s jaunt aside before the booth of a snack vendor. The aproned dragon inside was standing on his hind legs, his long tail wound around a rock to anchor his form. The burly male was coating kebab sticks of meat with oil and spices before cooking them carefully and methodically with his dragonfire breath. Once he spotted Firen, he hurriedly finished up and turned to them.

“Mornin’ F’ren. In fer a bite?”

Firen nodded agreeably. “Mornin,’ Lanzak. Blazes, that smells good! How fresh is the rockling meat this morning?”

“Got the shipment right off the dock an hour ago. Straight from the grazing pastures on Tikes, no less.”

Firen rubbed his front claws together enthusiastically. “Sounds good. Five, please.”

The amiable cook traded the snacks for a handful of scales—bright, copper coins that winked in the starlight. Firen passed two sticks up to Tarly, who was impatiently kneading the scales on his back.

The simple meal vanished so surprisingly fast that Firen found himself doubting their destination, looking around with a crumpled brow to check whether any meat had somehow snuck off the sticks.

Moments later, they were back on the main path, arriving at the school’s warren all too soon for Tarly’s liking. But she nuzzled Firen’s neck all the same, then drifted down to clasp onto the dirty ground and line up at the warren’s entrance.

One of the female teachers, Shessar, greeted the students and marked attendance as they arrived. When she saw Firen, she flashed him an impressively wide smile, especially for this hour of the day, then gleefully sauntered over to him on all fours with her wings fluttering.

As a female entering her mating years, her body mass was more than twice that of Firen’s, and an involuntary gulp swept down his throat before he could stop it.

How old was she again? Thirty?

“Hello, Firen,” she purred, moving her gaze along the arch of his back with a look of unmistakable longing. “Your Tarly is doing extremely well in her calculations class lately, although her spelling leaves much to be desired. As her personal dragonfire tutor, I’ll say her control in that area is exemplary. I wondered if we could discuss her advancements in detail. Perhaps in a more private venue?”

Firen gave her a weak smile, fluttering his wings to force his hind legs to the rocky ground.

“That’s nice to hear, Shessar. Unfortunately, I’m very busy with the work at the mine lately⁠—”

“I have tickets to tonight’s mech battle,” she blurted.

Firen froze, his jaws still open.

Despite his humble station, he bore an impressive frame. For a male, that is. His scales were a dull but healthy brown, with solid tips and unbroken, interlocking edges. His black talons gleamed in the starlight that similarly graced his deep green eyes. His vibrant wings with their clawed thumbs were remarkably large for his relatively young age of thirty-five belt years. But most striking of all were his muscled shoulders, long days in the mine having sculpted them to eye-popping definition.

It was at this precise moment those shoulder muscles decided to twitch, sending an echo of exuded strength shuddering across his chest.

Shessar’s eyes widened, wholly entranced by the accidental display, and Firen used the distraction to glance toward her tail, taking in her imposing length.

He was under no illusions. Even with the strength he’d built up over several years in the ice mine, she could squash him like a roach if she wanted to.

Or bite his head clean off. Some enraged females had been known to do so, especially with the typical mood swings that accompanied the beginning of their mating years. Their town was so remote they didn’t have their own hive enforcer, and she might even get away with it.

Careful now.

“Shessar, I’m flattered, I truly am. But I need more time. Keera and I mated for life, and it’s hardly been a turn of the inner belt since the scale rot took her life.”

“I see,” she said, dipping her face to the ground. “Of course, of course, I wasn’t thinking.” Then she raised her head with eyes refilling with hope far too soon. “You take all the time you need, Firen. I’ll be right here waiting when you’re ready.”

She reached a clawed foot over and placed it meaningfully on his forelimb.

Firen grimaced.

“Ahem,” said Tarly, coughing into her tiny fist as she waited impatiently at the warren’s entrance. The momentary distraction caused Shessar to peer back and release her hold.

Stars bless you, child.

“Well, got to go,” said Firen hurriedly. “If I’m late, they’ll dock my pay.”

Firen felt the teacher’s piercing gaze on his back as he scampered away, but he missed the part where she narrowed her eyes and licked her lips.

Halfway to the mine, the gravity of the interaction belatedly struck him.

He sighed, and his magnificent flared wings fell limp to his side.

I’ll have to do something about that one.


CHAPTER 2
THE SETUP



Firen trotted up to the entrance of mining shaft twenty-two, where Supervisor Jacks raised an ID scanner to an ankle wallet on his left hind leg. The currents of ether carried the scent of oiled machinery to his nostrils and distant clanging to his ears.

“Cuttin’ it close today, lad,” said the veteran miner, eyeing the time on his scanner. He then opened his claws and proffered a canister of mage salt to the dragon.

“I can still make quota,” said Firen, popping his head through the loop of a canvas satchel and sweeping the canister into its depths. “Need to hustle, that’s all.”

Supervisor Jacks grunted, using one of his wing thumbs to pick at his teeth. “Like every other day, then.”

“Aye.”

Firen eyed the dragon, and something unsaid passed between them. Jacks was no stranger to Firen’s troubles, having worked his tail off for centuries in various mines, only to lose a hind leg in an accident that granted him a promotion to supervisor in the process.

The elder dragon could still pilot a mech, of course. A single limb lost here or there could easily be compensated for when a hulking steel mech did all the heavy lifting anyway.

The newer mechs employed on InBelt were said to have a direct mental interface, lowering the requirement of pilot motor functions altogether. Firen had never seen one, but apparently, they were so integrated with a pilot’s physiology that they could be ambulated by thought alone.

One step at a time. Save to get a mech of my own, then work on my heartfire.

Firen blinked and found the supervisor silently appraising him, his slitted pupils unnaturally still. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the old timer was reading his thoughts.

“Go on, then,” said the supervisor quietly, bobbing his chin at the mineshaft.

Firen launched across the room, gliding through the space to pivot on the ceiling and plunge into the mineshaft in the floor.

Intermittent lamps of dragoncoal lit the shaft, flashing their amber hues against Firen’s scales as he sped deep into Narmoroth’s bowels. He tucked his limbs in tight and subtly moved his shoulders to correct his flight. Even though his heartfire wasn’t lit, he was still a magical creature and could exert a small amount of force against the rushing ether to direct his descent.

Actually, when I’m falling like this, I bet I’m faster without a heartfire.

Landing was another matter, though. As the mineshaft widened into an impressive cavern, Firen had to backpedal his wings furiously to have any effect, barely slowing his approach before he collided with the floor in an explosion of dust.

The dragon shrugged off the impact, then leaped across the cavern in a single floating bound to the mech garrison at the other side.

Though it was still early for the civilians of the mining town, most of the other miners had already begun their shift long before Firen arrived. Only three mining mechs remained by now. As usual, they were ancient, dilapidated things, covered in deep gashes that haphazardly scored their metal plating, as if they’d been through the last monster war, an eon ago.

Perhaps they have.

Firen clambered atop his usual mech, marked with the mineshaft and registration number on its side: M22-03. The designation of zero-three denoted it was one of the oldest mechs in the shaft, only beaten in age by zero-one and zero-two—which, predictably, were the other two remaining machines. They were so run-down that they were barely serviceable, but at least number three had some talons left on its claws.

This was important because a mech’s quadruped feet would cling to the rock just like a real dragon, preventing it from drifting away and bumping into the walls. The talons of the other two aging mechs were so worn down that they tended to float off like that, and getting a clean cut through the ice was a nightmare. Firen had been forced to suffer it once, and he’d sworn: never again.

Each mech was modeled in the distinct shape of a dragon, except ten times the size, boasting an armament of murderous-looking mining tools atop either front shoulder. The machine’s sizable metal wings could be deployed in open areas to aid its flight.

However, the mech’s crowning achievement—at least in Firen’s opinion—was the rock cutter, where a fine stream of liquid fire would exude from its jaws. The tool was powered by the mech’s flame-breathing pilot within, siphoning their intense dragonfire into an intake funnel and focusing it into a bright arc fierce enough to slice through rock with astonishing precision.

The rock cutter was so incredibly effective that it actually made ice mining more difficult. A pilot needed masterful control over their dragonfire output; otherwise, substantial ice blocks would instantly convert to steam, scalding the unwary controller and vaporizing the precious element into space, where it would be lost forever.

Firen opened the hood to the mech’s energy converter and poured the canister of mage salt inside. He flared his flamelung and clenched down with the muscles at the back of his throat, hacking a fiery gob of spit into the container before wrenching its rusted lid closed.

The flamespit would kickstart the reaction with the mage salt, providing around ten hours of power to the mech if Firen piloted conservatively. Unfortunately, conservative driving was a luxury he couldn’t afford. He had a daily quota to meet.

Firen swung around to the chest of the metallic dragon, landing deftly in the sunken cockpit, where he secured various straps to his torso. At the push of a button, the tempered glass blast shield lowered into place with a squeal from its hydraulic arm. A series of displays powered on, but the mech’s main viewport remained dark. He flicked a talon against the aging screen, and it flickered to life.

Come on, baby. Don’t fail me now.

He pumped an old steel lever several times to prime the mage salt with a splash of ether, then mashed the ignition button. The old mech responded by reluctantly choking out a cloud of dust with a tired sigh. Then, as the machine’s arcane engine got a taste of the rich magical fuel, it roared to life, rattling the loose bolts of the cockpit along with Firen’s gritted teeth.

He flung the throttle into overdrive without a second thought.

It’s go time.

[image: ]


“Very good, class,” said the teacher in a raspy voice. Today’s instructor was Tutor Kang, an elderly male with gray scales, a humped back, and ether-enhanced spectacles that clung precariously to his snout. “And who can tell me why dragons require ether?”

A youngling male in the front row lifted an eager claw, and the teacher nodded at him to respond.

“Uh, uh, it’s what we breathe, sir!”

The teacher arched an eyebrow. “And?”

Tarly nearly lost her patience then and there. This lesson was so boring. They had been covering these same elementary facts for an entire turn of the inner belt. When would they get to the good stuff, like how to upgrade your mech and what weapons to use against the different monsters out there?

She looked at her peers in dismay, giving them several seconds to respond before reluctantly raising her claw.

The teacher nodded in her direction.

“We also need ether for our bodies to convert to heat. Otherwise, we’d freeze solid. It tops up any of the magic we spend when exercising. It helps us hear sound and smell things in the emptiness of space. It even helps us see, especially here on OutBelt where the sunfire is so weak. And if we’re ever lucky enough to light our heartfire, we’ll be able to use the ether to fly by beating our wings.”

“Excellent answer, as always, Tarly. Thank you. Yes, the ether of space is literally life-giving, not only to dragons but to the myriad other magical creatures inhabiting the three belts of the Sardis System.

“You also mentioned something very special, Tarly—lighting your heartfire. Class, how does a dragon light their heartfire?”

The broad hollow full of dragonlings appeared dumbfounded, and Tarly had to stifle a groan from escaping her jaws. Her father talked about this precise subject a lot.

Once again, when no one else ventured a guess, she raised a tentative talon and received the teacher’s nod.

“It depends, sir. Most of the time, dragons swallow big gulps of magma found on one of the volcano asteroids on InBelt. But only the richest dragons can afford the journey; plus, you have to be very special and receive an invitation, or the hive won’t let you in. Some people say the magic academy and the hive ships have their own ways of lighting your heartfire, but it’s even harder to get invited there than the volcanos.”

“Very, very good,” said Tutor Kang, giving her a bright smile. “And that is why an ignited heartfire is so exceedingly rare, especially out here on OutBelt. Thank you, Tarly.”

“You’re welcome, sir,” she responded with an exaggerated sigh.

The teacher peered over his spectacles at her display.

“Tarly, why don’t you come see me during the next learning period? I have a special project you might find worthwhile.”

Tarly bolted upright, nodding obediently with fresh interest. Tutor Kang was still gazing at her with a pursed smile, but he didn’t appear upset. It certainly didn’t feel like she was in trouble, although perhaps her melodramatic sigh was a bit much.

The more she thought about it, she really hoped she hadn’t overdone it. If her dad heard she’d caused trouble, she’d get extra chores, for sure.

A half-hour later, she wore an increasing frown as she scurried deeper into the warren. When she reached the entrance to Tutor Kang’s hollow, it took her several seconds to rally her courage. By the time she rang the bell that announced her presence, she was on the verge of tears. The filmy ether veil over the entrance dissipated, replaced by the head of the kindly elder a moment later.

“My dear, Tarly,” he said. “Whatever’s the matter? You’re not in trouble, girl.”

He beckoned her inside with an outstretched wing, where she discovered Tutor Shessar already there, lounging on a cushion made from rockling leather that was secured to the floor. The teacher’s four feet clutched the cushion to keep her from drifting away. In front of her stood a narrow metal obelisk about as tall as Tarly’s knees. The youngling’s brow furrowed as she settled down beside her, opting to clasp onto a simple foothold in the floor rather than one of the cushions reserved for tutors.

“What’s this about?” asked Tarly, eyeing the device.

“Why, it’s my special project,” said Tutor Kang, reclining on his own cushion, a ratty, threadbare thing that exuded dust.

“This device is very old and very special,” said Shessar, pointing the tip of her wing at the obelisk. “It’s a compendium of monsters from a distant time, filled with knowledge from a bygone age.”

Shessar nodded at Tutor Kang, who eagerly elaborated. “You simply activate it by applying pressure to this dial, then rotate it in a given direction to spin through every monster in the entire compendium. Some of the beasts are truly extraordinary!”

“That’s amazing,” said Tarly, her eyes wide with wonder. “Does it have every monster in the system? How many monsters are there? Where did you find this?”

Kang chuckled and dismissively waved a claw. “I can only answer the last question. A former teacher used it to demonstrate his lessons. He accepted a professorship at the magic academy on InBelt and donated the device to the warren here when he left.”

“Like I said, it’s very special,” said Shessar. “It also needs to be brought up to date. We’ve been meaning to go through the news feeds from the last hundred or so belt years and add any newly discovered species to the device, but we never seem to have the time. Your teachers tell me you seem rather bored with the lessons lately.”

When Tarly didn’t respond to the implied question, Shessar continued. “After some deliberation, we thought you might like to attempt the project. Perhaps slowly at first, until you learn how the information is stored; then, you could decide how much time you want to devote⁠—”

“I’ll do it,” said Tarly, her eyes gleaming with a fierce hunger for knowledge.

Finally, a challenge.

Shessar’s lips curled into a sideways grin. “Now, just to be clear, you’ll only get to take it home for brief stints at a time.”

“You’re letting me take it home?!” said Tarly.

Kang abruptly interjected, “Shessar, the artifact is priceless. We should talk privately about this. If anything were to happen⁠—”

“I will personally vouch for it, Tutor Kang,” said Shessar, raising her voice slightly before tilting her head at Tarly. “Needless to say, I’ll have to inspect where young Tarly will be storing it to ensure it is suitably secure.”

Tarly’s eyes narrowed. She sensed a trap.

“So this is what we’ll do,” said Shessar, holding three red tokens in her talons and twirling them in a circle. The action was distinctly reminiscent of a doom spider weaving its web to catch prey. “These tickets to the mech battle tonight will go to waste unless someone uses them. That someone will be you, your father, and I. We can also pick up a bite to eat somewhere before finally returning to your homestead, where I will perform a thorough … inspection to ensure the device will be safe there. In return, you may keep it for one entire inner belt week.”

There were clearly some things Shessar was leaving unsaid. But Tarly was a bright girl and could read between the lines.

Tarly stared achingly at the obelisk, barely concealing her desire. Her yearning could almost silence the warning alarms in her head as Shessar continued to twirl the red tokens.

Almost.

“Do you understand?” asked Shessar, locking eyes with the girl.

“Tutor Shessar,” said Kang, “I really must insist⁠—”

Shessar flung out a claw to clamp down on the elderly teacher’s wrist, applying enough pressure to silence him immediately. Tarly thought she heard bones creaking.

Shessar’s glare intensified, a trace of danger entering its depths. She then grinned crookedly, revealing a single glistening fang from the left half of her jaws. As if that wasn’t enough, her forked tongue flicked out and pointedly licked the fang.

Tarly’s eyes swelled, fixated on the glistening tooth.

“I’ll ask again, little Tarly: Do. You. Understand?”

When the youngling appeared frozen with her jaw agape, Shessar squeezed Tutor Kang’s wrist.

The elderly teacher let out a whimper.

Tarly’s wings quaked, betraying the thin veneer of confidence she’d plastered on her face.

Was she always this terrifying?

“Perfectly,” she said out loud.


CHAPTER 3
MAKING QUOTA



Firen’s meager ration of mage salt lasted all of six hours before his reckless driving burned through the final grain. Then he had to scurry back to Supervisor Jacks and retrieve another canister, raising his quota to an additional three cartloads of ice to pay back the extra expense he’d incurred.

Pound for pound, mage salt was the most valuable material in the system. No one knew what went into the arcane mixture. The magic academy on InBelt guarded the recipe fiercely. But every mech in the outer belt ran on the stuff.

Condensation swelled into beads from the points of Firen’s wings before launching themselves in weightless globs about the cockpit. The inside of his mech was covered in moisture from the steam that continually bathed the device. Combined with the stifling waste heat from his belches of dragonfire into the cutting tool, it made for a miserable work environment.

He was exhausted. The only thing keeping him going was the thought of sweeping up a giggling Tarly into his protective arms.

These were utility-class mechs and would amplify the natural strength of their pilot by ten to twelve times. But the mech harness still exerted a precise fraction of resistance on a dragon’s limbs, and at the end of a long day, every muscle in Firen’s body was aching.

The resistance was how pilots knew they were approaching the limitations of their machines. Anytime Firen used the towering mechanical suit to mobilize a significant boulder of ice, he would feel his limbs shaking due to the resistance. If he somehow managed to push through the strain, the mech’s metal arms would begin to groan and tremble, warning that their mechanical limit was about to be breached. The behemoth ice blocks were still weightless, of course, but the greater their mass, the more they resisted a change in momentum, putting undue strain on the aging mech.

Firen shuddered to think what would happen if the mech was irreparably damaged. He’d be in debt for centuries trying to pay it back, forced into indentured servitude. The mining guild added a hefty fine to the top of mech repairs if they were due to negligence. It would be cheaper to buy a new mech outright than pay their exorbitant fees, but once you damaged one of their machines, it was too late. You could complain all you wanted, but no one in a nameless town on the outer reaches had the power to change anything. The guild had all the influence and all the money.

Firen had neither.

He parked his mech in the garrison at the end of a long row of others, then let the engine die with a sputtering gasp, popped his blast shield, and clambered free. This time, the mech garrison was packed with over three dozen of the hulking machines.

Late again.

When he tromped up to Supervisor Jacks at the mine’s exit, he wordlessly handed him the remaining mage salt canister. It still had a quarter measure remaining.

Jacks looked him up and down with a raised brow, then gave him a congratulatory slap on the back. “You made quota.”

“Barely.”

Jacks grunted, holding up the canister between two claws and giving it a shake. “I’ll give you credit for these leftovers.” Then he pointed with his chin at an array of floating blocks near the door. “Don’t forget your daily ice allotment.”

Firen responded with a weary nod. He was too tired for words, but he did manage to land a thankful pat on his supervisor’s shoulder. Then he clasped a floating ice chunk and guided it out the door.

His talons momentarily scrabbled for purchase on the asteroid’s face before his wings fluttered in the ether and pressed him to its surface.

Now for the long walk home.
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“Where is he?” asked an impatient Tutor Shessar in front of the school’s warren. The tips of her wings circled anxiously, and she eyed the main path with a frown.

Tarly was about to say something but opted for silence at the last moment, clopping her jaws firmly shut. The teacher was well aware that Firen’s shifts at the mine often went late, and it occurred to Tarly that bringing attention to that fact might draw her ire. The imposing female was acting anything but rational right now. Tarly took solace in the monster compendium peeking out from the pack on her shoulder, absently fingering the etched runes on its surface.

“Finally,” said Shessar, huffing in exasperation as Firen appeared from around the bend. The bedraggled miner teased his floating body into a tired gait, guiding his ice block before him with nudges from his snout.

Shessar greeted him with her brightest smile, but Firen didn’t have the strength to put on social graces. His eyes were solely pinned on his daughter, and once he finally arrived in front of them, he tossed his head in the direction of his back.

“I’ll walk,” said Tarly. “I can see you’re exhausted.”

Shessar’s smile faltered. “Firen, it’s so good to see you again. I, uh … how to say this …”

Firen turned to leave, Tarly already at his side with radiant eyes entranced by her father’s face.

“Wait!” Shessar possessively clutched Firen’s arm. “Tarly mentioned she was truly looking forward to seeing the mech battle tonight. Didn’t you, Tarly?”

The youngling halted and the obelisk thumped against her side, bringing to mind her obligation. “Oh. Uh, yes that’s right.” Her smile was pained.

How can I do this to him? I know how tired he gets after a late shift like this.

Tarly glanced at Shessar, catching a twinkle of that same fang on her left side. She cleared her throat, keeping one eye on the female.

“Dad, I know you’re tired. But I was really hoping to catch some of the mech battle tonight. Maybe we could get something to eat with Shessar and you could rest awhile to get your strength back?”

Firen shook his head. “I’m sorry Tar. We can do it another time, but not tonight. I’d collapse or fall asleep before we got there.” He turned to the teacher. “Shessar, thank you so much for the generous offer of the tickets, but we can’t tonight.”

Shessar’s brow tightened in concert with her grip. “Oh, I must insist, Firen. It will be an exceptional time tonight.”

However, Firen wasn’t Tutor Kang. He looked down at her claws with a face full of disdain and unflinchingly pried her claw from his arm.

“No.”

He said the word with such emphatic force that Shessar was taken aback, her jaw hanging slack.

Anger flitted across Firen’s face as he locked eyes with her, protectively stretching one wing over Tarly beside him.

Then they turned and wordlessly bobbed away.


CHAPTER 4
COLLATERAL DAMAGE



Shessar tossed another candied space rat into her jaws, subconsciously crunching and swallowing the treat before the flavor even hit her senses.

She wasn’t even hungry, plowing heedlessly into emotional eating territory now. Firen’s furious rejection haunted her memory.

“That bastard!”

She extended a wing, trying to grab the attention of the young treat vendor roving nearby. When the poor male didn’t see her, she flung a fist-sized rock hard in his direction. It landed square on the lad’s back, expelling a cry of pain. When he looked accusingly in her direction and received her fierce glare in return, his face filled with fear and he scampered away, taking his treats with him.

“Stupid boy. They weren’t very good, anyway,” she said, licking her talons despite her words.

Her biological clock was ticking, her hormones raging, and her metabolism accelerating as her body raced into the prime mating period of her life. There was hardly an ounce of fat on her girthy frame. She was just big. Even for a female.

Shessar settled back into the hollowed-out rock, adjusted her tie-down straps, and took stock of the arena. It was a genuinely late hour of the day, as was customary for these events, starting at a time when many dragons had already surrendered to their sleep cocoons.

Mech battles had been held in this crater for centuries. A small meteor had impacted the side of Narmoroth here eons ago, leaving behind a natural amphitheater that could accommodate thousands of dragons at a time. The circular ridge surrounding the crater had been cut into terraces, and her tickets were for the front row.

It was an outrageous expense for a teacher’s salary, and now she had two seats lying empty and wasted beside her. She’d briefly considered giving the tickets away or trying to hawk them off at the arena’s entrance, but she hated small talk with strangers even more than losing her pittance of a salary.

To the two suns with anyone else. I deserve the extra space.

A moment later, two gigantic mechs, painted bright yellow and red respectively, descended into the middle of the arena, rapidly decelerating amidst a fiery wash of ignited ether that torched the ancient rock. Their jets abruptly cut off, leaving the hulks to float downward, eventually landing on all fours with a resounding thunk.

Here in the system’s outer fringes, finding a mech higher than the utility class was exceptionally rare, and these were no exception. Deep gashes scored their armored hides, and a patchwork of poorly welded sheets barely held the skeletal roll cage together.

The yellow mech was named Brightspark and was the clear crowd favorite, the thousands of dragons in attendance roaring when it gave a slow wave with a weighty metal forelimb.

The mech then scratched at the empty sky with a foreclaw before pivoting around on one leg to perform an impressive tail swipe, an exceedingly complicated maneuver for a utility class mech pilot. It was a standard showboating move that was simple theatrics, but the raucous mob ate it up, loving every minute.

The red mech, Firemonger, was a recent newcomer and had won an impressive five out of six matches leading up to this event. It kept all four feet clasping firmly to the ground, executing a series of rolls and swipes, to the crowd’s delight.

An announcer’s voice rang out through the thick ether in the crater, hurrying through a list of short announcements before introducing the two mechs with grandiose, exaggerated gusto. Finally, the fight was ready to begin.

“Pilots, ready yourselves! Three … Two … One … FIGHT!”

With an explosion of movement, the two mechs blasted toward each other with surprising speed, their wings flapping furiously.

Brightspark led with a mammoth swing of its foreclaw, hoping to clock Firemonger in the jaw. But the red mech saw it coming, performing a precisely timed duck that left Brightspark spinning. Firemonger then dove at its opponent’s exposed flank, latching onto it with jagged teeth. With an almighty tear, it ripped loose a chunk of armor, tossing it adrift. Brightspark went to backhand Firemonger away, but the movement was too slow—the red mech had already boosted to apparent safety.

But Brightspark wasn’t done yet, continuing to spin around with its tail fully extended, smashing it against Firemonger’s head. The impact forced the mech’s torso to turn, exposing its vulnerable side. Brightspark didn’t hesitate to take advantage, jetting forward to rake its claws deep into the red mech’s side, leaving a trio of ragged gouges in their wake.

A sudden kick from Firemonger’s left hind leg created some much-needed distance.

The crowd went wild, shouting expletives as the two mechs circled each other. Firemonger was now leaking black fluid from its side, and the spray of black blobs created a stream that arced lazily across the arena.

Without warning, the mechs engaged again, blasting together with their ether jets and executing a series of lumbering attacks and dodges. Each time Brightspark’s claws swept across Firemonger’s side, they created a hellish scream and a bright shower of sparks. But Firemonger fought back valiantly, slamming several tail strikes into Brightspark’s left side. A particularly vicious hit smashed into Brightspark’s chest plate before the yellow mech lifted a clumsy foot and kicked Firemonger in the right foreshoulder. The collision momentarily knocked the mechs apart before ether jets fired on their backs, propelling them back into clobbering range.

Their attacks weren’t complicated, as even the most basic maneuver in a utility class mech was exceedingly difficult. The pilots had to make do with elementary joysticks and switches for every operation. It meant these fights were typically blundering, oafish affairs, where the mech that dealt the most blunt-force damage won.

The two mech pilots were well aware of these limitations and plunged their machines into reckless melee attacks. It would have been a foolhardy strategy indeed if this was a proper flesh-and-blood duel.

Finally, amidst a growing cloud of junk metal shards, Brightspark ended the match, plunging its entire forelimb deep into Firemonger’s side to sever the machine’s electrical system. The red mech was instantly paralyzed and drifted slowly to the ground, its jaws spasming uncontrollably.

Brightspark paused, its robot body still poised to launch another strike. When its opponent stilled, it threw back its shoulders, standing proudly on all fours.

The announcer’s voice promptly rang out, “The clear winner of the first fight is … BRIGHTSPARK!”

The entire duel had hardly lasted five minutes. The crowd was well and truly amped now, chomping at the bit for the next match, but Shessar simply sat there nonplussed.

“Hmph,” she said, picking at her teeth. “Such a predictable end.”

Suddenly, a high-pitched scream rang out from a female in the crowd, turning dozens of heads in her direction. The dragon had wide, fearful eyes as she pointed to the starry sky.

Shessar squinted, then sat up straight.

“A monster!” someone shouted. “It’s a monster attack!”

Hundreds of eyes were now directed upward, all witnessing the formidable insect descending not far from Firemonger’s debilitated form.

The creature was a gargantuan beetle, eight dragonwings long and covered in a strange gray fuzz. It held aloft massive pincers that clicked menacingly. As it touched down, its wings folded neatly inside its carapace, and it clasped onto the rocky ground with barbed feet. The creature was at least double the size of the utility class mechs. More importantly, it had no shortcomings with its mobility, rushing with shocking speed to Firemonger’s lifeless metal corpse.

The beetle leaped atop the scarred mech, pinning its four limbs with its feet. Its gruesome pincers snapped down on the metal dragon’s neck, severing its head in one wicked strike. The monster’s mandibles grasped at the floating mech parts, tasting them for food before spitting them back out like a disgusted child.

Fortunately, the monster overlooked the sunken cockpit in the machine’s chest, where its pilot lay hidden. The beetle was twenty times the size of a male dragon, and there was no way the pilot of Firemonger could face it alone.

As the beetle continued to break off random pieces of metal and taste them, it unexpectedly let out a screech of pain. The giant spun around, displaying its plated back to the crowd. Brightspark’s forelimb was lodged deep in its carapace, expertly punched into the precise crack where the beast folded its wings.

Although the wound evidently hurt the monster, it did little to slow it down, and it leaped on Brightspark with a shriek. It swung its pincers, slicing straight through all four of the mech’s limbs in an astonishing display of violence.

Every last dragon in the crowd was on their feet now, some brazenly cheering for Brightspark while others scurried away, hoping the monster wouldn’t target them next.

Shessar was in the first category.

But despite the crowd’s roar, Brightspark was categorically immobilized, its metal limbs and head drifting lifelessly beside the torso. All the mech had done was buy Firemonger a few precious seconds.

But that was enough.

In the next moment, a dozen mechs of various colors—the other contenders for the event—descended from the sky to surround the monster. All the mechs were utility class, and although their movements appeared stunted and forced, they attacked the beetle with such ferocity that it was momentarily overwhelmed.

The mechs pummeled their tails against the beetle and sliced their talons. Some of the mechs even used their rock cutters, splashing streams of liquid dragonfire over the creature.

Unfortunately, the beast’s carapace was indomitable, resisting every attack. The only strikes that came close to hurting the monster were those targeting its vulnerable mouth area. But the insect’s superior agility let it deftly spin away from those attacks. Even the dragonfire licked harmlessly against its armored back, barely irritating the beast. All too soon, the monster had mentally regrouped and was fighting back with wicked slashes of its enormous pincers.

Two mechs promptly fell, bisected clean in half. One of them even lost its dragon pilot, a haze of blood forming around its cockpit.

When the beetle got a taste of the crimson cloud, it flew into a feeding frenzy, spinning ever faster and mercilessly slicing limbs from the surrounding machines. Within a few precious heartbeats, three more mechs were down.

The gray beetle now seemed to understand that inside the hard shell of these mechanical creatures was the soft flesh it desired, and it huddled over the bisected half of a mech, its mandibles shredding away at the screaming pilot within.

When all seemed lost for the mech warriors, a bright spotlight shone from the starry sky, focusing directly on the beetle’s location. A dazzling, iridescent green dragon mech descended on all fours, the ether jets on its wings puffing in controlled spurts.

This machine was on another level entirely. It dwarfed the utility class battle fighters, boasting weaponized talons and flawless interlocking steel scales that winked brilliantly in the starlight. It displayed a clear military insignia on one shoulder, and the arena fighters swiftly ceded their position to the soldier.

The towering mech left its wings flared and began to circle the monster, using a combination of ether jets and flicking its feet against the ground to direct its momentum. Its movements were fluid and lifelike, unlike the jolting, telegraphed actions of the utility mechs.

The newcomer continued to circle the monster, which soon grew agitated at the incessant turning, finally issuing a great roar in challenge. The mech answered its cry by unexpectedly flattening its wings and blurring forward with startling speed, slicing its claws across the beetle’s legs and dismembering its forelimbs in the blink of an eye.

The mech’s maneuvers were like silk flowing in an ether breeze, natural and graceful, moving more like a dancer than a fighter. Unlike the prior battle, none of the green mech’s actions were for show. Each attack had a specific purpose and was supremely lethal, targeted with surgical precision at weak points in the beetle’s chitinous armor. Within seconds, all six of the monster’s limbs were severed and drifting away into space, neutralizing its power.

Next, the mech pinched a foreclaw into a single tapered point, which it stabbed into the monster’s mouth, plunging its metal arm deep into the beast until it penetrated its brain.

The hulking beast shuddered still. The green mech paused, waiting until it exhaled a wheezing death rattle before retracting its foreclaw, covered in thick goop. It stared at the soiled talons, then flung them at the ground, slinging off the beast’s foul ichor.

The other mechs were frozen in place, not knowing what to do. Then, like a trance being broken, their cockpits sprang open and every pilot struck a fist against their chest, saluting their savior.

The newcomer’s cockpit eventually followed suit, and a broad-shouldered male wearing a green military baldric stood proudly on the lowered blast shield, smiling as he saluted them back in return. Then he sprang into the sky, but rather than continue to drift away, his mighty wings unfurled and swept in a powerful beat that sent him plummeting to the ground. He pulled out of his dive to alight on a boulder, raising a triumphant fist to the roar of the crowd.

For many in the arena—including Shessar—it was the first time they’d seen a dragon truly fly, and they erupted in euphoria. Before Shessar realized what she was doing, she rushed toward the central battle area with hundreds of others clamoring to see this new sensation.

An ignited heartfire! Who is this dashing hero?!

Right as the throng reached the titanic feet of the green mech, a foreboding hiss erupted from the dead beetle’s carapace. The legion of dragons turned as one to see the shell quake and shudder.

Shessar gasped.

The monster’s wounds erupted with millions of tiny, gray spores.


CHAPTER 5
FEELS GOOD TO BE HOME



“Did you know Sarnak lizards give birth nine times a year?” asked Tarly.

She’d been fiddling with the obelisk device from her comfy perch on Firen’s back the entire way home.

“No, I didn’t, Tar,” said Firen, panting raggedly as they made their way across the giant chain. Her incessant questions were driving him a little crazy.

It wasn’t entirely her fault—this part of his day was always the worst. He’d busted his scales with a long shift to make quota, as usual. Today, he had his weekly ice allotment in tow, bobbing behind him on a long tether connected to a belt on his waist. Then, on top of that, the ether winds were picking up, making the chain at his feet bounce precariously, forcing him to grip it tight. There would be no lackadaisical commute home today, and allowing Tarly to drift along by herself was out of the question. Exhausted or not, his foremost duty remained his daughter’s safety, and he insisted on carrying her.

But his patience was spent.

“Did you know that a fully mature Bisset slug can eat twenty⁠—”

“TAR!” Firen stumbled to a halt, gripping his talons fiercely around the chain links that bucked in the wind. A beat later, the tethered ice block bumped into his back, causing him to wince.

“Look, Tar, I’m exhausted, and you are driving me crazy. Can we please have some quiet for the rest of the way?”

“Of course, Dad. Sorry, I keep forgetting you’ve had such a long day.” Tarly frowned. “I know! I’ll make your favorite when we get home. Some of that deathwing pie with the bloodfruit you like so much.”

“That … that would be great,” said Firen, weakly starting off again.

Within a few hundred wings, they had arrived. He leaped from the chain and floated past its hulking anchor to clutch the ground of his asteroid.

Home.

Though his “floater” was far cheaper than the options in town, it came with unique risks, from the bucking ether winds to an increased chance of collision from neighboring rocks in the belt.

Still, it was theirs.

Tarly didn’t hesitate to dive inside the dimly lit entrance of their warren, and Firen followed close behind. They wound through the tunnel to the dining hollow, a spacious room where they spent most of their waking hours.

Rather than cover the walls and floors with leather cushions, as some were known to do, Firen had opted to save scales by scratching out a small host of footholds, in various sizes and depths, located strategically on every surface. He never understood the fascination of dragon society with cushions anyway. A single foothold for one of his four feet was all he needed to prevent his body from drifting about in the weightlessness of space.

In the center of the dining hollow was a substantial glass tube, about a quarter wing in diameter, passing vertically through the room from floor to ceiling. It carried the compressed ether from the collector on the asteroid’s surface into the various hollows of their warren, allowing their bodies to continually replenish their stores of ether and keep themselves warm in the depths of space. The ether would also waft against the dragoncoal lamps set in the walls, providing a pleasant ambient background light to their surroundings.

The glass tube had a side hatch leading to a simple oven made of wire mesh and crushed dragoncoal suspended directly in the heart of the ether stream. The device was primitive yet effective. They could always resort to using their own dragonfire to cook the food, but it required formidable patience to roast it evenly without burning it to an inedible cinder. Firen had been forced to employ the technique when the ether collector malfunctioned. It was a miserable affair, him having to whisper out soft breaths of fire for a solid half hour to bake their meal sufficiently.

Tarly brought out several ingredients from their food safe in a nearby wall. If she left them unsecured, all kinds of tiny critters would devour them in short order, from microscopic mites to roaches as big as a claw.

The youngling began dutifully chopping frozen deathwings into long strips that would roast evenly on the bed of dragoncoals. She used the last talon on her left forelimb to do the slicing—the chopnail—or that’s what everyone called it, since that was its most common use. For a ten-year-old, she was surprisingly adept at the task. Helping her father with the evening meal was one of the many chores she’d inherited from her mother’s passing, and she took to it naturally.

The deathwings were strange little monsters, looking like a single black arm appendage, but instead of hands, they possessed a fluttering black cloak made of monster skin at either end of the arm. In the exact center of the appendage was a mouth that split along the arm’s length. They were tasty treats for dragons, who typically ate dozens by the handful as a snack. Firen loved the things, especially when baked into a pie like Tarly was doing, and had found that their skin cloaks doubled as a convenient flosser when the meal was over.

When Firen offered to help chop, Tarly shooed him away to rest until the meal was ready. He tossed a clawful of ice chunks into his mouth, where they promptly sizzled into liquid, quenching his parched throat. He then climbed into an egg-shaped sleep cocoon in the corner and pulled down its lid, encasing his entire body in a comfy press of pillows with his head sticking out the top.

Firen only intended to rest briefly but suddenly found himself being shaken awake by his grinning daughter. The scent of deathwing pie filled the ether, and he hungrily eyed the meal portioned out in various spiral-shaped serving shells, secured daintily around the ether oven.

“It smells incredible. Thank you, Tar,” said Firen, exiting the pod and scurrying over. He wasted no time holding up a spiral shell and burying his snout inside to slurp at the contents.

Tarly placed her claw gently on his forelimb. “I love you, Dad. I’m glad we didn’t go to the mech battle.”

He removed his snout from the shell to look at her askance. “Really? I thought you⁠—”

“I’m happy to be here at home with you. Besides, I have this new toy to play with,” she said, patting the obelisk at her side.

Firen nodded with a tired smile. “I enjoy a mech battle as much as anyone else. But it’s good to be home.”

Half an hour later, the only remnants of the sumptuous meal were a few lonely smears in the shape of forked tongues.

The dragons worked as a team to pack the shells away, Firen giving them a puff of sanitizing dragonfire before passing them to Tarly, who stowed them in a recessed compartment in the wall. He handed her the last one, leaned over, and kissed her gently on the crown.

“On to chores,” he said wearily, drifting to the room’s exit.

He mechanically toiled through the various demands of his warren with his mind in a fog, checking the proximity alarm, securing his ice allotment, and voiding the dung traps skyward. Then it was off to the surface where he realigned the ether collector—a broad, transparent dish seven wings across—to face the latest magical current in the sky.

His final chore of tending the darkshroom garden was usually a task he relished. But he found himself rushing through the motions, dabbing precious drops of melted ice on the fungi with dwindling patience. Even after cutting a few corners, it was a full hour later by the time he collapsed into the sleep cocoon in his quarters, his mind rushing to the blessed release of sleep.

Firen was out before the hatch clicked shut.
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Keera was in a brightly painted nursery, holding aloft a tiny dragonling in her arms. The babe was freshly hatched, and the cracked remains of her egg still littered the safety harness secured to the wall.

“Isn’t she beautiful, Firen? What shall we call her?”

“She has your smile. I’ve always loved your grandmother’s name, Tarly.”

Keera snorted and elbowed him hard in the ribs. “You only say that because of the sorbingum dessert she always made for you!”

“Well, we can’t rightly call her Sorbingum, can we? That would be ridiculous.”

Keera snorted another laugh. “Tarly it is, then.” She turned to coo at the youngling. “You’re going to make us very happy, little Tarly, aren’t you?”

“She already has,” said Firen, gently scratching the tiny dragon’s crown.

Keera gazed deep into Firen’s eyes, and they leaned their foreheads together until they touched. “Truer words have never been spoken.” Keera clasped the side of Firen’s jaws with her free foreclaw, drawing it close so her lips could snatch a kiss.

She froze. “What’s that noise?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“It sounds like … bubbles popping.”

“W-what?” said Firen, laughing.

Keera turned to the tiny dragon nestled in the crook of her arm. “Come on. Let’s go see the bubbles, Tarly!”

Firen followed them out of the nursery and through the winding tunnel into the dining hollow.

When they arrived, bright pink bubbles that emitted a sickly sweet aroma covered an entire wall.

Tarly squealed excitedly.

“Bubbles!” said Keera, dashing up to the wall and showing Tarly how to use her wing thumb to pop them.

Firen frowned. Something wasn’t right. “Keera, you shouldn’t touch those. We don’t know where they came from.”

“Nonsense, they’re only bubbles! He’s a big, siwwee daddee, isn’t he?”

The wall of bubbles unexpectedly flexed, submerging Keera’s forelimb up to her elbow. She jerked back in shock, but the bubbles had somehow locked onto her. She couldn’t remove her arm, no matter how hard she tried.

Her face filled with panic.

“Firen!”

He leaped to her, wrapping one limb around her back and the other around tiny Tarly.

In an instant, the bubbles turned black and foreboding, creeping up Keera’s arm and tainting her iridescent complexion with ugly scale rot. The black spheres foamed violently, greedily clambering over each other to feast on her flesh.

Keera screamed and Firen bellowed.

Suddenly, the wall fell away into utter blackness, taking Keera with it.

Firen watched with eyes of horror and an outstretched claw as his wife disappeared into the void.

A heartbeat later, he turned to the youngling in his arms. Without warning, her scales began to tumble from her body in a wave of black sand that sifted through Firen’s claws.

She smelled like charred flesh.

He struggled, desperately cupping the sand in his claws and pawing it back onto her vanishing frame.

Tarly looked up at him with disappointment. “Are you going to let me die too, Daddy?”

Firen howled.

Her head turned to sand and tumbled into his shaking talons.

An ether wind blew, whipping her remains away into the void.

His vision faded to black.

Firen woke up panting heavily and adrift in his room. The nightmare was the perfect confluence of his darkest fears and deepest insecurities, swirled together in a unique blend to create his own personal hell. A glance behind revealed his sleep cocoon wrenched from its hinges.

Again.

He dove to the room’s exit and swooped down the winding tunnel, only slowing once he reached Tarly’s hollow. He silently peeked inside, and his breath caught when he saw her, safe in her cocoon and fast asleep.

Firen closed his eyes and exhaled, resting his forehead against the tunnel wall.

I can’t lose her, too.

He dabbed the palm of a claw against one glistening eye, then the other, before floating back to bed.

As he lay in the broken pod clutching his mate’s ankle bracelet to his snout, her scent filled his mind.


CHAPTER 6
STRANGER FROM THE DEEP



Firen was snoring loudly when the obnoxious proximity alarm startled him awake.

He groaned as he emerged from the cocoon, his hind legs shunting automatically from the wall to launch his weary body through the hollow’s exit. Firen’s wings flattened tight against his back as he snaked through the warren, stifling a yawn. He was halfway down the tunnel when his mind caught up to what he was doing.

How long was I out for? Six hours? It’ll have to do.

He paused as he reached Tarly’s hollow, nodding when he saw her shrugging into an impact harness. They had practiced this exercise countless times.

Sometimes, the threat of impact was non-existent, the alarm triggered by something as benign as an abrupt change in the ether winds. Those were times when Firen was sorely tempted to dial back the alarm’s sensitivity, giving them some well-deserved rest. For once they awoke, there was no going back to sleep, their imaginations primed with fresh nightmare fuel.

Because often, the threat did exist. They’d only lived here for a few years and had already endured two significant collisions.

Space junk had caused the first—a massive steel plate measuring fifty wings across had clipped their home, sending them spinning until the firesteel chain sprang taut. Firen had eventually been able to shepherd the wayward piece to a junk dealer in town. They were lucky with that one: The old merchant gave them just enough scales to pay for the damages.

The second had been a gentle nudge from Narmoroth’s nearest asteroid neighbor, Tikes, located sunward from their position. But a mild bump for a billion-ton rock translated into a near catastrophe for their diminutive floater. It took them a solid month to seal every last crack with welding compound. Firen dialed the proximity alarm up to maximum power after that.

Collisions were a way of life for the OutBelters.

Firen soon reached the center of their small asteroid and the alcove that housed the proximity sensor—a glass orb packed with delicate wire threads and a thrumming bead of molten mage salt at its center. As he examined the arcane device, a wire on one side glowed weakly. It mirrored their home’s skyward side, where their asteroid faced the dark depths of space, unlike the sunward side that faced the binary system’s suns.

The weak signal meant it was either an exceedingly small object or a false positive. Yet as Firen rotated the orb, different wires lit up to glow weakly in the exact same direction, so it seemed more like an actual threat than an errant signal.

The dragon exhaled, the stress leaving his body as he reset the alarm and carefully placed the sensor back in its holder.

“I’d better go check it out, anyway,” he said to himself.

“Can I go too, Dad?” asked Tarly, peering over his shoulder.

“Tar! Why aren’t you strapped in?” Firen’s jaws pulled into a deep frown.

“Well … you’re not either. I wanted to see if it was a big one. Besides, we always have plenty of warning time before we have to brace.”

“That won’t always be true, Tar, even though that’s what we’ve experienced in the past. It’s possible a deep space object could be both large and traveling at speed.” His eyes narrowed. “In which case, you should be strapped in right now.”

“Okay, good point. But since it’s not a big one,” she pointed a claw at the orb in his grasp, “then I could come along, couldn’t I? Please?” Tarly saw her father about to acquiesce and decided to press the issue. “Come on, Dad, if anything happens to you, I need to be able to do these things, right? I promise I’ll just watch, nothing more.”

Firen snorted and a brief puff of yellow fire flung shadows across the alcove.

“Since the damage is already done, you can come along this one time. Agreed?”

The dragonling nodded, her wings quivering with excitement.

Firen grinned and tossed his head in the direction of the snaking tunnel. “It’s near the skyward entrance. C’mon.” Then he shot off down the passage.

A half minute later, they were both staring into space when the impact arrived. It was a brightly glowing object flying directly at them from deep space, somewhere in the direction of the Cascade Nebula.

It was clearly a small projectile that wasn’t the least bit harmful to their floating rock. Nevertheless, Firen stepped protectively in front of Tarly and turned to wrap his body around hers, just in case.

Since his wife passed from scale rot a year ago, this little dragonlet had become his entire world. Their home could be replaced, given a few decades of hard work. She could not.

The object struck the rock, causing nothing more than a vibration under their feet and a spray of black dust into the sky.

“Stay here,” said Firen in a stern, hushed voice.

His claws clasped the ground, and he scampered to the impact site on all fours, his wingtips circling with apprehension.

A newly pocked crater, no more than a quarter-wing across, now graced the face of their home.

Doesn’t look too bad. Shouldn’t take more than a single bag of welding compound to fill this one.

Firen’s eyebrows creased when he noticed a glow emanating from within the crater. He peeked over the edge to find a dull blue … flame?

He fluttered his wings to slump back on his rear haunches, perplexed.

“What is it, Dad?” asked Tarly, scurrying up beside him. When she saw the weak flame inside the crater, her eyes grew wide. “Oh, oh, I know what this is! It’s in the monster compendium!”

She shot away to retrieve the strange obelisk, leaving Firen even more confused.

This is a monster?

The blue flame certainly didn’t appear threatening. It just sat there. If anything, the glow seemed to be dimming, as if growing weaker.

Firen peered deeper, and his breath caught in his chest when he saw a tiny, four-legged figure sitting back on its haunches inside the flame.

It was mimicking him.

Firen tilted his head to the side, thinking. The tiny flame creature copied his movements, cocking its head to the side. Firen stretched his head on his neck, peering closely at it. The fiery creature mimicked him, extending forward also.

Then he lifted a foreclaw slowly toward the flame. The figure did the same, reaching out to him, about to touch.

“Dad!” said Tarly, startling him as she reappeared. “Don’t touch it!” She slapped his outstretched claw away.

“Ouch!” he said, nursing his limb with mock offense.

“We don’t know where it’s been! It could be poisonous … or … I dunno, explosive!”

Firen glanced at the blue star sprite, noticing the tiny figure had disappeared and the flame was burning even dimmer now, almost on the verge of winking out entirely.

Tarly was busy rotating the dial on the obelisk, spinning through dozens of pictures that illuminated the space above the device. Firen honestly never thought the thing would prove helpful, deeming it more of a gimmick to keep young dragonlings occupied.

“Here it is,” she said with pride. The image she’d stopped on had a rather unhelpful depiction of an ordinary yellow flame, along with a short data sheet about the creature. “It’s called a star sprite. Look at this.” She twisted the display so he could better see it.

STAR SPRITE

Power Level: Unknown

Threat Level: Unknown

Abilities: Unknown

Appearance: A colored flame that burns with no obvious fuel source.

Description: An undying being of keen intelligence, often found in systems possessing a mature primary star.

Traits: Extremely rare. Subsists on fire. Vulnerable to ice in all forms.

Tarly’s brow crumpled. “This entry is useless. Practically everything here is listed as ‘unknown’. This must be one of the entries my teachers wanted to update.”

Firen peered back at the visibly weakening sprite. “Tar, it’s not looking good. I think this thing is about to die.”

Tarly’s jaws curled into a deep frown. As she stared at the sprite’s pitiful state, her eyes began to mist. She turned to the readout hanging above the obelisk, having an idea. “What does subsist mean?”

“Ah. That means it eats fire.” Firen looked into her brimming eyes, already intuiting her thoughts. “Alright, Tar-tar, I’ll try feeding it. Just … stand back. We don’t even know if it’s dangerous.”

Firen ducked his head low to get close to the flame. Then, with an artful mastery acquired from years of rock-cutting, he pursed his lips and breathed a tiny jet of fire onto the creature.

At first, nothing happened. Then, gradually, as Firen continued to exhale, the flame began to wink brighter, encouraging the dragon to ratchet up the heat. The flame burned brighter still, flashing and flickering excitedly, so Firen blew with all he had, compressing his dragonfire into a searing lance of liquid flame so bright it was blinding, causing membranes to flick protectively over his eyes.

His breath finally sputtered out, and he flapped his wings so he could sit back on his haunches, his chest heaving. The dazzling light surrounding the star sprite steadily dimmed, leaving behind the same diminutive flame, except it now burned with such robust strength that its fiery depths roiled in a storm of motion. The color of its core was a rich azure blue, reminding Firen of the vast oceans of melted ice on some of the sweepers they’d seen.

The sprite leaped up, using its flame as a form of propulsion to drift forward and perch on the impact crater’s rim right in front of Firen. That same dragon-like figure appeared inside the flame with a single claw outstretched.

Firen instinctively reached out to it again, causing Tarly to hold her breath. As he held out his claw to the sprite, it drew closer, and a sudden spark bridged the gap, arcing from the figure in the flame to Firen’s talon and back again.

Suddenly, Firen’s mind was awash in blue fire. A warm blanket of unmistakable sentience pressed against him with an intimacy that resonated deep in his soul. It was as if his mind was wrapped in the most soothing and sincere hug he’d ever experienced. His consciousness was being drawn closer to the flame’s core like it was beckoning him into its very essence.

Then, abruptly, the pressure vanished and he found himself blinking. He stared slack-jawed at the little sprite, only now with a pervading sense of familiarity and longing.

“That was quite the spark between us,” said a silken voice from within the flame. “Thank you kindly, starbeast. I was teetering on the brink there before you rescued me … Firen.”

The dragon’s brow raised, astonished. “How do you know my name?”

“When we sparked, I gained your language and some of the information from the surface of your mind.”

“Oh,” said Firen, stunned into silence.

“Don’t worry,” said the sprite. “I didn’t delve into your secret inner thoughts, if that’s what you’re wondering.” The sprite pivoted its flame, turning about. “And you must be Tarly.”

“Yes,” said Tarly, grinning excitedly. “This is amazing! We’re talking with a star sprite!”

The flame let out a crackling laugh like iron filings tossed on a fire.

“So, do you have a name?” asked Firen, smiling at the sprite’s merriment. Perhaps it was a leftover of the spark he’d just encountered, but he felt a deep sense of connectedness with this tiny being, and it made him glad to hear its laughter.

“Yes, it should be there—right at the edge of your mind. You gleaned a measure of my knowledge from the spark too, although it will be limited to memories that are integral to my identity. Look at me and ponder for a moment. It will come to you.”

“What do you mean?” asked Firen. Then, as he did precisely what the sprite suggested, he found it was true. “Oh … Vasha? Is that it? Stars above, what a strange sensation.”

“Very good,” said the sprite, flashing briefly in affirmation before shifting back to Tarly. “I’m a she-sprite from the system of Magma Prime.” Her hue turned dark and her tip wavered. “Well, what’s left of it, I should say.”

“What happened?” asked Tarly quietly, sensing the sprite’s mood.

“The Reek. It consumed all. We used to have many starbeasts like you two. Dragons. Now they’re all dead.” Her flame abruptly flared. “That’s why I came—to warn whoever I could. The Reek is always expanding, destroying all in its path. It won’t be long until it’s here. You must find a way to escape while you still can!”

Tarly blanched. “This is all a bit much,” she said, flapping her wings hard to slump her bottom to the ground. “Where would we even go?”

Firen nodded. “This floating rock is all we have, I’m afraid.”

“You don’t understand,” said Vasha, flickering wildly. “Not only you. Everyone.”

Firen bunched his brow, struggling to understand what she was saying. Her next words made it crystal clear.

“Every lifeform in this system needs to evacuate. Now. Or they’ll be dead within a year.”


CHAPTER 7
DESPERATE MEASURES



Firen’s face blanched. “What do we do? I-I’m not equipped for this kind of thing. I’m just an ice miner from the outer belt.”

Vasha paused, letting the magnitude of the situation set in. She didn’t blame the dragons for their response. She had literally fallen from the sky foretelling their impending doom. Any sentient being worth saving would harbor disbelief, despite her words being untainted truth.

The sprite leaped to Firen’s shoulder. “We’ll figure it out together. Besides, I didn’t come alone.” She tilted her flame back, peering up at the stars. “Here comes Keemee now.”

“Who?” asked Tarly.

Firen heard the distant wailing of the proximity alarm as he followed the sprite’s gaze. He was impressed at Vasha’s perception abilities—it was several seconds before another glowing projectile arced across the sky, appearing from the exact same direction of the Cascade Nebula.

This one was purple.

Given such forewarning, Firen didn’t bother to wrap protectively around Tarly, and once the impact was over, they both raced to the new crater without hesitation.

“Keemee!” cried Vasha, hopping from Firen’s shoulder to the crater’s lip with her flapping flame propelling her fall.

A purple sprite leaped from the depression and did an odd little dance with Vasha, each of them babbling with strange, incoherent crackles and pops like a dormant bonfire stirring to life. The newcomer’s flame wasn’t remotely weak or dying like Vasha’s had been.

Tarly drew closer. “Could I spark with that one, Dad?”

Vasha stilled, understanding the question, and Keemee followed her lead, having yet to learn their language.

Firen nodded. “I think so. Vasha?”

The blue sprite crackled at her companion, who flickered brightly several times. Then, without warning, the purple flame bounded onto Tarly’s curious snout. Several sparks flew between them at the prolonged contact, and Tarly’s amber eyes danced with strange firelight before gradually dimming. Firen was surprised—the entire process seemed far shorter than his experience had been. Perhaps his perception of time had slowed during his spark with Vasha.

He peered closely at his daughter, surprised at her lack of reaction to the spark. Her features were wholly unmoved. The feelings of extreme warmth and intimacy had evidently bypassed her somehow.

Tarly unexpectedly sneezed, flinging the purple sprite to the ground with a crackling sound. “Oh, I’m sorry!” Fortunately, the fiery being was unperturbed, picking itself up and dipping low in a florid bow.

“Keemee is a he-sprite from the system next to mine,” said Vasha.

“But where is the other dragon?” asked Keemee, his raspy voice a sharp contrast to Vasha’s silken timbre. He turned his flame to face Tarly. “I saw a … mother … in your thoughts?”

The unexpected mention of Tarly’s mother caught her completely by surprise, and she choked out a sob. Firen fell silent with his head hung low.

“She has passed into the Unending Dark,” said Vasha quietly.

“Ah,” said Keemee, his light dimming and flame flickering lower.

They all stood there for a moment, letting the belt turn, as the saying goes—the two dragons engulfed in an unforeseen wave of mourning and the sprites parsing through the alien recollections of someone they never knew.

Vasha was the first to break the silence. “Please accept our apologies. When a creature sparks with another, it can bring buried memories to the surface.”

Keemee suddenly spun about and flared tall, using the power of his magical flame to motor through the weightlessness of space. He landed a wing-length away in the direction of the flamesteel chain.

“Here comes another dragon,” he said, facing his flame at the sky. “It’s a male inside a bigger metal dragon. A … mech? That’s what you call it, I think?” Keemee turned to Tarly, who nodded with wet eyes, still recovering from the lucid pictures of her mother dimming from her mind.

Keemee returned his gaze to the stars. “Well, he’s coming in fast. His body looks, uh, damaged. I can see blood.” Keemee turned to Tarly once again. “That’s bad, right?”

Tarly’s mouth fell open and Firen answered for her. “Yes. Very bad.”

“The Reek?” asked Vasha.

“No, I don’t think so,” said Keemee. “There are burn marks all over the mech. I think he incinerated them somehow.”

“His heartfire went nova,” said Vasha.

“Nova?” said Firen. “What do you mean, nova?”

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard the phrase,” said Vasha. She tilted her flame to the side, thinking. “From what I understand of your language, I believe the translation is correct.”

Her flame resumed its upright stance, waving erratically in the ether wind. “Nova is what we call it when dragons intentionally overheat their heartfire. It creates a last-ditch, large-scale dome of fire that expands to cover a significant area. The dragon sacrifices their heartfire in the process. It’s a desperate move often performed by soldiers facing imminent death.” She spun her flame about to give Firen her full attention. “Unfortunately, the technique was employed all too often in my system, there at the end.”

“Almighty blazes,” said Firen, agog. Igniting his heartfire was one of his deepest desires, second only to keeping Tarly safe. He couldn’t imagine a situation so bleak that he would willingly choose such an option.

Vasha didn’t respond, swiveling her flame to face the same direction as Keemee.

Within seconds, the shredded form of an enormous steel mech came into view. It had once been a brilliant green but was now so covered in burns and gashes that the bright islands of color were few and far between.

When the towering machine descended to land on Firen’s humble rock, he felt the mass of his home shift underneath him. The mech’s four feet sprang out long metal talons that clutched the ground, securing its stance in the weightless space just like a dragon would do.

Firen gasped when he saw that the cockpit in the mech’s chest was exposed, its blast shield flung wide with its hinges mysteriously melted to slag. A bloody dragon wearing a military baldric tumbled loose, pushing off with one limb to float down to their ground level.

Firen caught the soldier in a light grasp, the beast clearly in no condition to arrest his fall. “What happened?” he said quietly.

The soldier’s voice came out desperate and rasped, blood spraying from his wounds in globular rivulets as his lungs contracted. “Tell General Arkan … tell her … Deep Space One is overrun with monsters … Narmoroth is diseased … Tikes is next … dead … all of them … nnnghhhh.”

Firen gently shook the soldier in his arms, but it was too late. His eyes glazed over and he breathed his last, his sigh drifting away with his soul into the Unending Dark.

“Stars above,” said Firen, giving Vasha a desperate look. “What do you think happened?”

“The Reek. It’s here,” she said simply before returning to appraise the long firesteel chain that stretched into the distance. The two flames stood there, staring into space like silent sentinels.

Firen followed their gaze, seeing nothing. He realized he was still holding the soldier’s corpse. Without the dragon’s body actively converting ether into heat, the freezing temperature of deep space had swiftly frozen it solid, covering its scales in a sparkling layer of delicate frost.

“We need to give him a death ceremony,” said Firen. “Or store his body for the military. Someone will want to know⁠—”

“Burn it,” said Keemee. “Burn the body. Or it will fuel The Reek’s advance.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Tarly. “This is a soldier! We don’t do that here!”

“Search your mind, Tarly,” said Vasha. “Search it deep for the memories of The Reek that Keemee passed on to you. The knowledge will be there. Look for it in the dark place of your soul where nightmares reside. You will find The Reek staring back at you, its gray eyes full of death.”

Tarly’s gaze grew distant as she concentrated, turning her focus inward. When her mind stumbled across the appropriate memory, her limbs quaked. Her eyes refocused on the present and began darting about in fear.

“We’re all going to die,” she whispered.

“Not necessarily,” said Vasha, leaping to the hulking anchor of the firesteel chain, landing deftly on its side. “What do you think?” she asked Keemee, her words echoing through the ether. “Burn through it?”

“Let’s do it,” said Keemee, landing at her side.

“You want to burn through firesteel?” asked Firen, incredulously. “That’s impossible! That’s why they call it firesteel. It’s impervious to fire.”

Vasha’s fire crackled in mirth. “Fire, perhaps. But what about the undying flame from a star’s core?”

Firen’s jaw dropped. “That … might do it.” Then his mind began to somersault as he thought of the consequences.

Wait—this is our home. Are we sure we want to do this?

Firen scrunched his brow, turning his mind inward as Tarly had done moments ago. It didn’t take long before he found what he sought—Vasha’s memories of The Reek. Dozens of vivid images flooded his mind: memories of thousands of beings, their eyes glassy and lifeless, their bodies covered in a gray fuzz composed of millions of tiny spores. In the most prominent memory, the various beings—from dragons to insectoid monsters—shambled forward and flung their bodies upon a battalion of dragon knights who were woefully outnumbered. The sky became a thick sea of gray spores, writhing around them like a vengeful fog.

The dragon knights at the vanguard were the first to fall. They shuddered still for a few short minutes, their comrades fighting over their corpses to repel the horde. Then the dead awoke with a vacant stare and a hunger for flesh, pouncing on their comrades. The desperate wails of the dying filled the sky.

The memory’s perspective shifted to a distant vantage point as its viewer retreated. The swaying gray throng numbered in the hundreds of thousands, all crushing into a tight bottleneck where they waited patiently for their turn to attack.

The sheer despair emanating from the scene was palpable. The valiant dragon knights could certainly defend against several thousand undead. But a hundred thousand? A million? The odds were hopeless.

The memory faded from Firen’s mind, and his face turned ashen. “Blazes above. That disease is coming here?”

“But why do you call it that?” asked Tarly. “The Reek.”

“Because by the time you smell it, you’re already dead,” said Keemee. “The spores have already reached your bloodstream.”

Firen shuddered and his thoughts gravitated to his daughter, his emotions burning with an innate fatherly instinct to protect, above all else. An unrelenting fierceness colored his features. He turned to the firesteel chain stretching into the oblivion of space.

I’ll fight to the death before that happens here.

Firen looked down at the dead soldier still clutched in his arms. White hot dragonfire erupted from his jaws, torching the soldier’s body. He released the corpse, and within seconds the ether winds buffeted it away on their currents to the distant stars.

Firen turned his grim expression to the two sprites. “What do you need from me?”

“Your help would be much appreciated,” said Vasha, dipping her flame. “That way, we can save our reserves. We’ll create a starbeast focal point. Firen, you simply light it up.”

“Give us your hottest dragonfire, big boy!” said Keemee.

Tarly snorted, then grew serious. “I want to help, too.”

Vasha’s flame made a motion as if nodding, its tiny tip bowing slightly. “Hurry now.” She peered into the distance while her blue body began to quiver. “They come.”

Tarly floated to the top of the hulking firesteel anchor, and Firen followed close behind. When he glanced along the chain’s length, he gasped.

A long train of dragons was drifting along the chain toward them. They were still about ten minutes out, and each one’s limbs swung with jarring, unnatural movements as if jerked by an invisible puppeteer. A strange, gray fuzz covered their bodies, and many of their limbs were bent at odd angles, evidently broken, but the beasts ambled along regardless, with no sign of pain.

Each dragon whisked their claws robotically against the metal links to float their bodies along. There were hundreds of them and the culmination of their strikes against the chain caused it to bob erratically.

Firen’s eyes filled with fear as the train of dragons grew longer and longer, disappearing into the shadow of Narmoroth that fell along the chain’s length. And at the vanguard of the advance was …

Wait, that’s Shessar.

The burly female was loping along at the front with a determined gait, her limbs moving far more fluidly than the others. The same gray fuzz covered her body, yet it faded around her broad shoulders as if it had yet to consume her entirely.

Firen stood there stunned. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He began to recognize more and more advancing grays, and such a growing sense of horror swelled in his breast that he struggled to breathe.

They’re dead now. They’re not the same dragons.

“Snap out of it!” shouted Vasha. “Or we’re all dead!”

She and Keemee began to orbit each other, creating a blazing circle between the two dragons and the firesteel chain. The sprites circled faster and faster until their flames converged into a dense disc of fire, the center of which was a dazzling point of light.

“NOW!” shouted Vasha.

Tarly and Firen took a deep breath, then poured their hottest dragonfire into the pool of power. Immediately, the central point of light absorbed the blaze, which combined with the sprites’ power and shot forth in a concentrated beam.

But even as powerful as the beam was, it splashed across the firesteel chain without leaving so much as a scratch. Firen’s chest heaved as he shook his head.

“It’s just … too … strong,” he gasped.

“That should have worked,” said Keemee, twirling out of the spinning orbit with his flame drooping. “I don’t understand.”

“I somehow overlooked the fact that neither of you have lit your heartfire,” said Vasha, landing beside the he-sprite. “That explains why you’re not flying. A starbeast without a heartfire is almost unheard of where we come from. That’s why the fire wasn’t strong enough to sever the chain.”

“What do we do?” asked Tarly, the pitch of her voice rising with alarm. “They’re still coming!”

The dragonling peeled her eyes from The Reek to reveal a face filled with terror. “I know—THE MECH! USE THE MECH!”

Firen didn’t hesitate, launching himself at the machine with such force that he overshot the cockpit entirely, careening into its side with an “oof”. He swiftly reoriented, ignoring his throbbing shoulder to scramble onto the blast shield still locked open with its melted hinges.

He shrugged into the pilot harness easily enough, but when he looked at the controls, he froze, utterly stumped at what he saw. The dashboard was nothing like the utility class mining mech he was used to.

For one thing, there was no throttle, no visible braking system, no fuel display—no gauges of any kind. A smooth panel spread before him, possessing a single feature: a large red button labeled ‘start’.

Firen jerked out a claw and slapped the button, desperate for any clue about how to operate the thing. But nothing happened, not even a puff of dust from the machine’s exhaust.

Vasha and Keemee landed side-by-side on the lip of the blast shield.

“That metal band above your head looks important,” said Vasha.

Firen jerked back to examine the arcane circlet suspended by a mesh of thin wires.

A mental interface!

He turned it over in his claws until the orientation seemed to make sense, then placed it on the thorny crown of his head, where the band settled into a perfect fit.

“What now?” Firen said, desperately looking around the cockpit.

Keemee leaped forward and stomped down on the red button with a surprising amount of concentrated mass. The circlet responded by lighting up with runes and Firen’s eyes grew distant, his focus drawn elsewhere. It wasn’t until he heard the silken tones of Vasha’s voice that he blinked.

“Now, we pray.”


CHAPTER 8
THE REEK



Blue translucent letters flickered to life across Firen’s vision, suspended before him on a levitating mental screen. He instinctively shook his head, attempting to clear the words obscuring his vision, but they just hovered there, a product of the mental interface still initializing.

Startup diagnostic check …

BATTLE CLASS - STALWART MODEL

Systems:

Guidance/Comms: 0% [Critically Damaged - Offline]

Propulsion: 20% [Severely Damaged - Online]

Armor: 5% [Critically Damaged]

Fuel: 2%

Defensive features:

Evasive burst: 3% [Critically Damaged - Offline]

Scale lock: 0% [Critically Damaged - Offline]

Offensive features:

Unavailable: Upgrade to Lancing model to unlock.

Utility features:

Rock cutter: 100% [Online]

Talon integrity: 43% [Online]

The translucent letters faded into obscurity only to be replaced with a three-dimensional wireframe model of the mech. Irate alarms flashed in several sections.

Hot blazes, this thing is a wreck. What good is this going to be?

The wireframe shrank away to the periphery of Firen’s vision, which was now overlaid with a view from the eyes on the mech’s head. It was disorienting at first, seeing the physical cockpit overlaid with a transparent view from the mech’s perspective. Still, as Firen concentrated on his immediate surroundings, the mental overlay blurred to become less intrusive, which helped immensely.

Yet even with the mech’s vantage blurred, a flashing red warning symbol remained in the lower right of his periphery to remind him of the mech’s extensive damage.

As if I could forget.

Firen shrugged his front shoulders in a helpless gesture, then let out a yelp when the hulking mech copied the movement exactly, shrugging its two front shoulders in a surprisingly lifelike imitation.

His jaw hung slack as he stared at his front right claw, lifting it gently to find the mech, again, copying the gesture.

“FIREN!” said Vasha, her flame burning brightly with annoyance. “I asked ‘Will it work’?”

“Sorry! Um, honestly, I don’t know. All the systems are critically damaged, but the rock cutter is still online. I’m going to try that.”

Where’s the cutter’s intake funnel?

Prompted by the mere thought, a firesteel funnel sprang loose from a side compartment and swung into his grasp.

Hmph. At least the mental interface is working well. Now, to move these legs …

The machine eased ahead fluidly on all fours without any of the telltale lurching Firen was accustomed to. It felt surprisingly similar to how his body felt scurrying along the ground—the machine clutched the rock with long talons and arrived at the chain’s anchor in four smooth steps.

“Alright, wish me luck,” said Firen, taking a deep breath and pouring an avalanche of sweltering dragonfire into the funnel. With a mere thought, he aimed the jaws of the metal dragon at the firesteel chain, blasting it with a deluge of bright liquid fire.

Firen’s brow raised when the chain links began to glow bright orange, then a brilliant yellow. A piercing line of flame was slowly making headway, cutting deep into the girthy links to leave a glowing trail in its wake.

“It’s taking too long!” shouted Tarly, her gaze fixed on the gray army approaching. “They’re too close!”

Vasha and Keemee leaped to the mech’s snout and began speedily orbiting its jaws, creating their narrow disc of flame precisely where the dragonfire exited the head of the mech.

The fiery blast instantly tightened into a hyper-focused beam of raw power. As soon as it glanced against the bobbing firesteel chain, it sliced through effortlessly at an oblique angle. With the chain’s tension abruptly released, several rogue links spiraled away into the void, leaving behind a tangle of glowing blobs.

Then, with agonizing reluctance, the dragons’ asteroid home pulled away from the severed chain, leaving its dangling end free to whip about erratically.

Firen slammed the mech’s jaws shut and held his breath as precious seconds ticked by. The gray dragons on the chain were drawing ever closer, not in the least concerned by the widening gap to Firen’s home.

We’re about fifty wings away now. Surely, they’ll stop.

Suddenly, Shessar increased her pace, pulling away from the rest of the pack. She reached the end of the snicker-snacking tether and leaped off, angrily whipping her wings against the ambient ether flows.

Vasha and Keemee began rapidly circling the mech’s jaws again, adjusting their position to target The Reek. “Do it again!” commanded Keemee’s spinning voice.

Firen obeyed without question, spewing his breath into the funnel to erupt as a bright beam a heartbeat later.

The sprites tilted their spinning axis to direct the weapon squarely at Shessar, now only forty wings away. Their circling wobbled, causing the lance of superheated flame to zig-zag across Shessar’s body, severing it into several floating chunks. It was a clear kill shot.

Firen was about to pause and rest when Vasha’s voice stopped him.

“KEEP GOING!”

His eyes widened as they witnessed slender spores extending from the chunks of Shessar’s body, grasping at each other to pull her pieces back together. Her wings continued to beat, unperturbed, and as he stared, her wounds began to knit themselves whole.

Firen took an enormous breath, forcing it into the funnel with every ounce of his strength to exude his hottest flame yet. The sprites’ orbit grew larger to accommodate the intense power, and rather than a concentrated beam, the blast that belched forth was more of a dense fireball, hitting Shessar squarely in the chest. The female’s lower pieces ignited in blue flames that rapidly spread to consume the gray spores, whereas her topmost segment was knocked away, spinning off into the distance.

The remaining Reek dragons reached the end of the severed chain and halted, staring as the wild ether currents stole their leader’s fiery remains. They were now a hundred wings distant. Even if they cast themselves adrift as Shessar had done, they could never reach Firen’s home with the prevailing ether wind in play.

Firen took off the mental circlet and stood on the blast shield’s edge, dumbstruck from the dwindling adrenaline in his veins. Then, like a dam bursting, relief flooded his senses. He threw back his head and laughed at the stars.

“We did it!” he said, catching Tarly as she launched into his arms.

“Nicely done,” said Vasha, landing beside them and patting her flame against the machine’s side. “These mechs give quite the advantage, even for a dragon without an awakened heartfire. Perhaps they’re the path to victory over The Reek in this system.”

She turned her flame to face Firen. “That impressive female was a graybane. I’m surprised to see one here so soon. It normally takes several generations of spores in a new system before they can spawn those.”

“That’s a bad sign,” said Keemee. “Graybane keep their personalities from when they were alive. It makes them a stronger host for the spores.” Keemee peered back at the receding chain. It was now two hundred wings away, and the glow of its melted tips had dulled to an amber hue. “The Reek can’t fly, but that graybane didn’t even care. She was a real determined bastard, jumping off into empty space like that. I would have hated to get in her way when she was alive.”

“That was my personal dragonfire tutor for the last five belt years,” said Tarly.

“Oh,” said Keemee, his flame freezing in motion. “Whoops.”

“Yeah, she was chasing hard after Dad for some coupling time, too. But he wouldn’t stand for it.”

Firen winced, his fears of The Reek momentarily sidelined by embarrassment.

Keemee merely stood there, his flame still frozen. He was clearly stunned. “Damn, you’ve got a spine of steel, Firen! She was terrifying.”

“You’re not wrong,” said Firen, smiling ruefully. His shoulders relaxed as the moment of levity sapped the stress away, and he turned his gaze to the stars.

Still, I wouldn’t wish that gray death on anyone.

“But why did you say The Reek can’t fly?” asked Tarly.

“Because they can’t sustain a heartfire,” said Vasha, floating to Firen’s shoulder. “All fire is anathema to them, and smothering a host’s heartfire is often their first order of business after infection. It’s why they hate star sprites so much.”

“Oh,” said Tarly, quieting into pensive silence.

Vasha licked Firen’s neck with her flame. The sensation stirred something deep within his soul and the edge of his mouth curled into a grin, feeling genuine fondness toward the tiny she-sprite.

“Firen, dear?”

He swiveled his neck around to give her his full attention, a bashful smile playing on his jaws. Her following words took him by complete surprise.

“It’s time to light your heartfire.”


CHAPTER 9
HEARTFIRE



Shessar drifted in the endless dark, a mere fraction of the dragon she once was.

Literally.

Her remaining body consisted of little more than a head and neck, kept alive solely by the multitude of ether-soaked spores residing in her graying flesh. Oddly, her brain remained mysteriously unharmed by the things, although her thoughts were muddled.

The persistent voice in her mind had promised her much, fueling her hunger to insatiable heights. Her mind was no longer her own, a twisted hybrid of sentience mixed with an ancient primal instinct that saturated her emotions. She now desired with every ounce of her being to consume. And not simply food, either.

Bodies.

She wanted to conquer them. Possess them. Turn them to her own designs.

The gray sickness had latched onto her existing ambitions and promptly seen her potential as an elite. It had nurtured her fixation on Firen, fanning that passion into an all-consuming hunger to dwarf all others. It promised her the gift of Firen’s body, deluging her mind with images of her future success—with her standing tall and proud before a legion of obedient slaves. In her favorite delusion, Firen clung enraptured to her side, crooning for her, desiring her of his own will and accord. His body was glistening, sleek, and muscular—just as she remembered him—and blissfully absent of the telltale rot from The Reek.

Yet, none of the countless premonitions had come to pass. None of the words from the Voice had come true. Instead, she was now utterly alone, tumbling through the dark.

Alone.

Her anger stirred, rising indignant to fuel her motivation once again. How dare Firen attack her! How dare the other grays not rise to her defense!

She was oblivious to the machinations of the spores fueling her feelings. They had ruthlessly refined their skills of manipulation over millions of generations. Twisting the mind of another lowly starbeast was a trite matter.

Shessar’s fury raged and her head thrashed about, desperately seeking an outlet for her wrath.

Then she bumped against something soft.

The gray spores stretched tiny arms from her severed wound to clasp onto the surface, reorienting her head so she could look about.

Undulating fields of moongrass spread before her, a purple carpet of long tendrils waving hypnotically in the ether winds. Impressive rockling beasts grazed on the plant, dotted here and there across the fields, sometimes clustered around their young.

Shessar grinned, recognizing the topology of Narmoroth’s asteroid neighbor instantly.

Tikes.
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“You’re getting closer, Dad!”

Firen exhaled and allowed his eyes to flutter open. The lighting of his heartfire was decidedly hard work, and his breath panted with excess heat.

Still—I’m doing it! Without Vasha, I’d have no idea I could do this myself!

“She’s right. You are getting better,” said Vasha. “Try again. This time, I’ll give you a little boost.”

Firen nodded eagerly, then clenched his eyes shut again. He let his breathing settle into a steady rhythm, then began the exercise Vasha had elaborated upon. A picture of a raging plume of dragonfire filled his mind, hungrily licking up the ether in the sky to power its rage. He imagined taking that dragonfire between his four feet and squeezing it as hard as possible until the flame had no choice but to comply, compressing into a tiny ball. Finally, he pictured himself swallowing the ball of fire so that it filled his throat, his belly, and eventually his entire being.

It was at this point that Vasha leaped toward Firen’s chest, precisely where his heartfire resided. But instead of landing on his scales, she passed straight through them, disappearing with a flash of light across Tarly’s astonished face.

Firen’s eyes were still clamped shut, and his chest heaved. He continued to wrestle with the belligerent image of dragonfire in his mind.

Suddenly, that feeling of Vasha’s intimate presence dominated his mind, along with a rush of blue fire that swept him away. He felt the flames calling to him as before. This time, he seemed even closer to the fire’s source, and his soul reached out in yearning for its embrace.

Without warning, a light swelled in Firen’s breast, blazing through his serpentine skin and piercing through the interlocking edges of his scales as he breathed. The brilliance rapidly reached a crescendo, blanketing their alcove with a radiance that forced Tarly to look away.

She heard Firen’s roar and felt the heat of his dragonfire as it vented away from them and up the passageway. When the curtain of white receded from her eyes, she saw Vasha sitting on her father’s shoulder.

Is she … smaller now?

Then she turned with eyes full of wonder to gaze at her father. “You look different,” said Tarly.

“I feel different,” said Firen. “Stronger on every level.”

He flexed a forelimb experimentally, marveling at the veins on his muscles that were now visibly pulsing with ether. Strangely, they were a bright, azure blue, the precise color of Vasha’s flame.

“That was quite the spark we had,” said Vasha. If Tarly wasn’t mistaken, the sprite sounded unusually pleased.

“What did you do, exactly?” asked Firen. “One moment, I was struggling with the image of fire in my mind. The next, the fire turned blue and swallowed me whole.”

“I did what any grateful star sprite would do in my shoes. You saved my life when I arrived, remember? So when I saw a starbeast of stout heart in need of a little help, I decided to give you a small gift, nothing more. One that will hopefully serve you well in the belt years to come.”

“Ha!” said Keemee. “Don’t believe her for one second, Firen. She gave you a rare gift indeed—a star sprite’s blessing!”

“What does that mean?” asked Tarly, scurrying closer to her father to examine his body.

“Well, it depends on the sprite and their color,” said Keemee, flaring his flame wider. “I’m a purple sprite, so my specialty is mass.”

The purple sprite swelled like he was puffing out his chest with pride.

“Mass?” said Tarly. “How can you have a specialty of mass?”

“All sprites have a common set of abilities, but each color of sprite has a distinct specialty—one of the common abilities they’re better at,” said Vasha. “It’s an affinity of sorts. One of our common abilities is that we can consume ether to alter our mass up or down, depending on the situation. We can convert energy to mass and back again quite efficiently.”

“Right,” said Keemee, still standing tall. “And purple sprites like me do that exceedingly well.”

“I still don’t understand,” said Firen. “What’s the benefit?”

“You remember how exhausted I was when you found me?” asked Vasha. “Yet when Keemee flew in from the sky, he was still full of life and vigor?”

“That’s because I lowered my mass,” said Keemee triumphantly. “It made it much easier to accelerate and take corners.”

“Ahhh,” said Tarly, with understanding dawning on her face. “So, what affinity do blue sprites have?”

“Power,” revealed Vasha, turning to face Firen. “As you’re well aware, with your heartfire lit, you’ll now be able to fly in the ether. But with my blessing, every wingbeat will take you farther. At the expenditure of more ether, of course. You’ll have to watch that. Oh, and it works on your fire, too. Essentially, any task requiring power of some kind will now possess a boon of around ten percent, depending on the strength of your heartfire. It’s not much, but still valuable.” The blue sprite faltered, turning a more transparent hue. “At least, I hope you find it so.”

Firen’s jaw hung open. “I-I don’t know what to say! Except, thank you. Thank you so much!”

Vasha’s flame delicately touched Firen’s arm, patting a glowing vein the same azure color as her heart flame. It was a surprisingly bashful gesture. “Feel free to ask me if you need any tips,” she said. “I’d be happy to help you any time you want. And I mean any time.” Her flame flickered brightly.

Is she … playing coy with me?

At Firen’s confused expression, Vasha stood up straighter and gave him a healthy slap on the arm with her flame. “Pah! Get on with you, then. Better get some flying practice in while you have a moment’s peace.”

And with that, Firen vaulted skyward, flapping his magnificent wings with unrestrained delight.

He soared in wide arcs and cut sharp corners, marveling at the ether pushing fluidly against his limbs. He practiced springing his wings wide to arrest his momentum, purely to revel in the feeling.

Thirty minutes later and Firen was still flying, now performing ridiculous backward strokes while waving at Tarly with a clownish grin.

“Well, he looks like he’s having fun,” said Keemee, plopping beside Tarly. “What are you fiddling with there?”

She was twisting the dial on the monster compendium, scanning through dozens of data sheets about various monsters.

“I’m trying to see if there’s anything about that gray fuzz that covered those dragons.” She patted the device carefully. “This thing is for a special project for my teachers at school.”

Teachers who are all dead by now.

Tarly abruptly froze as the stark reality of that thought slammed into her. She had purposefully avoided those thoughts but now found herself teetering on the brink of despair. Fortunately, the wonder of speaking to a real-life star sprite hadn’t worn off yet, and Keemee’s inquisitive voice and bright purple light cast those thoughts back into the shadows.

“You really think it has some information about The Reek?” he asked.

Her eyes unglazed. “Yeah, I think I saw something earlier.” She resumed twisting the dial, absently flicking her forked tongue over a fang as she discarded yet another data sheet. “Like, look at this one.”

INVASIVE CORDYCEPS

Power Level: Weak

Threat Level: Critical

Abilities: Can transform isopods and insectoid monsters into zombified minions. Exponential spread.

Appearance: Symptoms of pathogenic infection display as a gray fuzz consisting of innumerable fungal strands. Wounds eject visible gray spore clouds.

Description: Cordyceps fungal variant. The infected display erratic behavior, culminating in the suicidal attack of their peers. Upon death, the victim’s body erupts into infectious spores. Fortunately, the infection is not transmissible to dragons.

Traits: Aggressively invasive species. Highly adaptive. Can subsist solely on raw ether but only spreads via flesh incubation. Weakness to fire of all kinds.

As usual, the readout was packed full of complicated words, but Tarly was beginning to understand their meanings. “Not transmissible to dragons, eh? Looks like we found an entry that needs updating.”

Keemee turned his flame to her. “You don’t say.”

The sprite’s flame froze with a hint of drama. “I’m still working on your language. That was supposed to be sarcastic. Did it work?”

“Uh, yes,” said Tarly, giving him a pained smile. “You got the delivery right.”

“Excellent.” His purple flame abruptly turned darker. Then the sprite began to chuckle, growing inappropriately louder and louder until he was laughing like an evil villain from one of her old childhood bedtime stories.

“That’s too much.”

“Oh, oh, sorry,” said Keemee, silencing his laughter immediately and flashing back to his original purple, abashed.

“What I don’t understand is that this says their weakness is to fire of all kinds.” She turned to Vasha. “So, aren’t you immune? But you said your entire system was destroyed.”

“Well, many star sprites lived on, that’s true, but all of our bonded starbeasts were consumed by The Reek. Then they turned on us, using ice and water to whittle our numbers down. The spores also gathered in such dense concentrations that they could simply smother sprites to death. Millions of our brothers and sisters died that way.” Vasha’s words grew quiet. “It was terrible there at the end.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” said Tarly quietly. “And, um, if it’s not too much to ask, what do you mean by bonded starbeast?”

Keemee flickered brightly. “As a star sprite, we can survive indefinitely by eating fire. That part of your monster entry is true. But merely surviving would be an empty, meaningless existence for us. We only truly thrive when we are bonded with a consenting starbeast. A soulmate of sorts. Some sprites argue it is the reason we exist.”

“My bond was relatively recent and short-lived,” said Vasha. “Only a few hundred inner belt years, by your system’s measurements. It tore my soul when my bonded turned on me, but at least I was able to escape and recover. Unlike others.” Vasha turned her flame to gaze out at the stars. “It took me decades to overcome that loss. I’ll never be quite the same.”

“And I have never bonded,” said Keemee. His flame turned more sullen. “I’m waiting for the perfect starbeast to make me complete. I guess I have very high standards or something like that.”

“What do you mean, ‘you guess’?” asked Tarly.

“Apparently, when you spark with a compatible dragon, you know it immediately,” said Keemee. “It’s a far more intimate spark than normal, as if your souls are reaching out to each other. That’s what they say. I’ve never experienced it myself.”

Tarly glanced at Vasha, whose color had flushed to an embarrassingly bright hue of azure.

What’s that about?

Firen swept in and landed with a flourish a moment later, clasping the ground with his new ether-enhanced talons. “Blazes, what a rush!”

“I imagine you’ve worked up quite the appetite,” said Vasha.

“I’m famished.”

The tip of Vasha’s flame nodded. “One of the side effects of a raging heartfire, I’m afraid.”

“Come on, Dad,” said Tarly, grabbing his spiked wing thumb and dragging him to the warren entrance. “I’ll heat up some of that darkshroom pie leftover from yesterday.”

Keemee leaped beside them, doing what appeared to be a little strut with his flame. “Do lead the way, hot daddy!”

Firen froze and swung his neck around to glare at the sprite. “For the love of scales, never call me that again.”

The dragon vanished inside, trailed closely by the two sprites and a giggling Tarly. They were halfway down the tunnel when Keemee turned his flame to Vasha. “The language here has a lot more depth than I realized.”

Vasha’s laughter crackled. “You’ll get it eventually.” Then her flame tilted its tip to the side. “Perhaps sparking with Firen would fill in the gaps in your knowledge.”

They arrived in the eating hollow a few beats later, and Keemee fluttered to the dragon’s shoulder.

“Firen, I seem to be having some trouble with the, ah, nuances in your language. Would you mind if I sparked with you to learn more about it?”

Firen guarded his smirk. “If it’ll stop you calling me hot daddy, I’m all for it.”

Keemee bowed. “In exchange, I’ll gift you my memories of The Reek. Out of all my memories, those would help you the most.”

Firen merely shrugged, then extended a black talon and readied himself to be swept away on a tide of powerful emotions.

A purple spark arced between them, and Firen’s eyes glassed over for several seconds, but that’s where the similarity with Vasha’s spark ended. Rather than a deluge of intimacy, Firen’s mind was inundated with lucid memories of The Reek, causing a deep-seated fear to take root in his bones. Keemee had witnessed entire armies of dragons succumbing to the gray spores, and the images were endless.

Firen clutched the nearest wall foothold with a trembling claw. “Stars above. Is there anything that can stop it?”

Vasha alighted on his shoulder. “Like Tarly’s monster compendium says, it is weak to fire. That’s the only reason we star sprites have survived. But it is so catastrophically virulent that a single spore can become an epidemic within days.”

“Your memories don’t seem to be helping my vocabulary,” said Keemee, sighing. “It must be a block on my end. I’ll just have to learn to avoid inappropriate comments the old-fashioned way—by making mistakes!”

Firen was about to insist Keemee try again when an obnoxious siren blared throughout the hollow. It was the proximity alarm.

Again.

Dammit, what now? Today’s already been a complete nightmare.

Before Firen realized what he was doing, he automatically scurried down the winding tunnel of his home, his feet pattering against opposite walls. He was so tired he didn’t even react when his shoulders scuffed against the walls during the twists and turns. But as the proximity sensor came into view, his exhaustion was replaced with shock.

Half the orb was glowing.


CHAPTER 10
INCOMING



“Another pocket,” said Petra, speaking into her comms earpiece. The female then angled her hulking mech at the distant crater and eased forward on the throttle. With a graceful bound, the steel quadruped jetted across the enormous green emerald that was their starship and hive. Within seconds, the battle class mech had flown a hundred wings, halting smoothly in front of the impact site. It descended to the crystalline floor, where its four feet clutched the surface with steel talons splayed wide.

“Confirmed,” said Marnie, Petra’s wingmate for the day, flanking to the left in a dull brown mech of her own. Marnie’s was an earlier model, covered in haphazard scrapes and stains from years of abuse.

Petra had only patrolled with her once before, several belt months ago. She’d found the older dragon immensely irritating, which surprised her since she got along with almost everyone else in the hive. It was because Marnie was such a stickler for the rules—the polar opposite of Petra’s personality. But at least she was competent, which was more than Petra could say for the other wingmates she’d suffered lately.

“Seems like a lot of pocks today,” said Marnie. “Did we hit a debris field recently? Last time I saw this many impact craters was when we clipped OutBelt years ago.”

Petra shrugged and her mech copied the mannerism with a hunching of its armored shoulders. “We’re fairly close to OutBelt now,” she said, turning her mech’s head to gaze off into space. The edge of the sprawling asteroid ring was coming up on their left, as usual on their return trips from deep space. “Let’s get this done already. It’s my turn at the citrine baths when we’re finished here.”

Marnie tsked. “No need to brag about it. Not all of us have the connections you do.”

“Brag? I’ve been waiting in line like everyone else. It’s taken three weeks for my number to come up!” Petra flipped a switch and her cockpit’s tempered blast shield popped free with a thunk.

“Don’t forget to tether. Stars help me if I ever have to explain to your mother how you drifted off into space.”

“I know, I know. Jeez.”

Damn egg eater.

She detached the circlet from her crown, disabling the mental link with her mech, then pulled loose a tail’s length of metal cabling from a winch on the cockpit floor. It had a metal clasp secured to its end, which she snapped onto the sole garment she was wearing—a slim harness that wrapped about her torso with holes for her wings. Once secured, Petra bounced from the cockpit and into the serene stillness of space.

She flapped her wings, drifting to the crystalline floor where she scrambled to the crater’s edge on all fours. Rising to stand comfortably on her hind legs, she propped herself into a standing position, her tail snaking behind her and her wings flaring wide. The dragon then took a rare moment to gaze about her, savoring the sprawling plain of green that stretched into the distance juxtaposed by the stark blackness above.

Here, they were only a hundred wings from the gigantic emerald’s apex as it barreled through space, propelled by enormous thrusters secured to the ship’s base. The crystal’s facet beneath her feet was so expansive that it looked like a giant sheet of unpolished jade. It was one of the few facets at the forefront of the rock, and an invisible flow of ether buffeted Petra’s scales. It was like an endless river of wild energy, sweeping through her magical veins before being sucked greedily into the crystal plane.

Petra breathed deeply of the raw ether, filling her lungs with the magical essence. Absorbing the unrefined ether outside the hive was a far more turbulent experience than inside. Here, there was no ancient elemental taming it into the mellowed version the hive typically enjoyed. This ether was rampant and unruly, erratic in its ebbs and flows, violent in its unpredictability.

Alive.

The dragon turned to face the starry view ahead, transfixed by the unwavering stars. The abundant lights were so permanently locked in place that they gave her the feeling of standing perfectly still rather than rocketing ahead. The scene was so strikingly tranquil that her stress melted away and her pulse slowed.

This. This right here is why I keep signing up for patrol duty. No matter what Mother says, I’ll always be sneaking out here.

She shook her head, smiling at the irony. Her home was a starship, yet she hardly ever saw the stars.

Petra finally turned to the minor impact site at her feet, refocusing on the present.

Gotta get through this. That citrine bath is calling.

She peered down, examining the crater for lingering debris. When satisfied, she unslung a bag of crystal welding compound from her shoulder and emptied its contents into the hole, filling it to the brim with shimmering green dust. After packing the material down, she lit up her breath and jetted a condensed plume of bright dragonfire at the site, melting the dust to a bubbling liquid that filled every crack.

As she examined her handiwork, she found her chest swelling with pride. The repaired patch glowed a dull green, becoming indistinguishable from the surrounding plain. There wasn’t even a scar left remaining.

Even Mother would be proud.

“Good work,” said her wingmate.

“If we find any more, I’m gonna need an ether ration to top me up.”

“Then go ahead and take your ration now. There’s one more pocket on my scope, sixty wings away. After that, we should be all clear.”

Petra simply nodded, floating into her mech’s cockpit and closing the blast shield with a wheeze.

Her wingmate was already pivoting her mech about, impatient to find their next quarry. “This way,” she said, pointing a sweeping metal wing at the crystal’s apex. “Get going. We haven’t got all day out here.”

The muscles in Petra’s jaw sprang taut. By some miracle, she managed to swallow the snide remark on the tip of her forked tongue. One forceful breath later, she snapped her mental circlet into place, spurring her mech into motion.

Why is she such an ass?

Like the hundred other teams on crater duty, they were paired in twos so that one mech could stand guard while the other performed the repairs. Marnie’s mech was heavily armed in her role of defender today, sporting an impressive firesteel shield and a flameburst cannon with a range of several hundred wings.

To Petra, the guard role seemed wholly ridiculous, an outdated relic of some war eons ago. The only credible threats she’d ever seen were asteroids that had somehow slipped past their scanners—the kind of enemy their weapons would prove useless against anyway.

It would make far more sense to eliminate the sentries entirely and instead double the number of crater fillers. Then she could be done with this inane task in half the time.

With a thought, Petra surged her mech forward, swiftly pulling ahead of her wingmate to reach the next impact site.

It was a big one.

“Stars above, I’ve never seen one this deep,” said Petra. “What could have done this?”

The crater stretched two wings across with a deep floor hidden in the shadows cast by their sweeping headlights. Even a substantial female such as Petra could fit inside the impressive cavity, and it would take every bit of their combined reserves of welding compound to fill the thing.

“Wait a minute,” said Marnie. “I’m getting a garbled message from the comms center. Are you getting anything?”

Petra flipped through several channels on her intercom, hearing nothing but a few butchered words amidst a sea of static.

“Kshhhhhhhh…. incoming…. kshhhhh… abort misshhhhhhhhhh…”

“Ugh, the signal’s gone to dust,” said Marnie. “There must be something big in the area blocking it. Maybe an atmospheric anomaly or something.” Her mech shook its head, mimicking her movements.

“I’m checking out the crater,” said Petra, popping her blast shield loose and bounding free before her wingmate could object.

“Your tether!”

“I’ll only be a minute.”

Petra’s scales flashed as she dove across the glare of mech lights. She fluttered her wings and descended into the crater’s shadow, landing in a scrunched ball with her body touching the sides.

In the very center of the crater stood a thick firesteel bar, its tip struck deep into the crystal. The thing was as big around as one of her hind legs. She scratched around at the base of the bar, trying for several seconds to pry it out.

Without warning, the hive ship lurched, heaving Petra’s body against the crater’s side.

We’re … changing direction?

“What the scales was THAT?!” asked Marnie. “Petra, get out of there!”

“Wait—I’ve almost got it!”

Petra scratched her talons furiously against the floor, shredding its surface to fine dust, then flung her body hard against the metal bar, wrenching it loose. She hefted its mass easily in the weightlessness of space, corralling it to the rim of the crater where she held it proudly aloft.

“Alright, you’ve got your trinket. Let’s get … wait, what is that? A chain link?”

Petra shrugged.

“You know what, I don’t even care,” said Marnie’s voice in her earpiece. “Just get your thick skull over here! We need to get back. Now. A sudden trajectory change like that is never good.”

Petra’s triumphant smile suddenly warped into a look of horror, her eyes pinned on the swelling darkness in the distance. It was a shadow of blackest night, swiftly spreading against the backdrop of stars.

“GET DOWN!” shouted Petra.

The older dragon spun her mech around and screamed into Petra’s earpiece. The mech’s headlights caught the edge of the incoming object: a bulbous baby asteroid, about fifty wings across. A second later, the rock made contact, smashing the mech flat and silencing Marnie’s scream forever.

The emerald plain quaked violently from the impact and Petra dove into the crater, right as her own mech was knocked flying in her direction.

A sense of inescapable doom filled her mind as the asteroid bore down with immense, unyielding pressure.

Then, her consciousness fled.


CHAPTER 11
DAMAGE CONTROL



“Nnnnghh,” groaned Firen, recovering from the whiplash of his impact harness jackknifing wildly around his hollow. “That’s gonna be one to remember.”

After several seconds of struggling with tangled limbs, he peeled off the harness’s tether and floated free of the thing. When he hastened to the hollow’s exit, he nearly collided with Tarly racing in.

“Oh, sorry, Dad! Are you alright? That was a big one, wasn’t it?” Her eyes were far too bright and excited for having just survived a major disaster.

“Yes, I’ll have some soreness, but I’m fine.” Tarly’s unabashed eagerness caused a conflicting mixture of fondness and chagrin to swell in his breast. He crooned his neck to peer around her body. “Where are the sprites?”

“They went topside. They said they were feeling funny. Like they detected something.”

“What?”

Tarly dashed away without another word, her monster compendium peeking from the satchel slung over her back.

When Firen arrived at their hollow’s entrance, the first thing he saw was the battle mech still standing on all fours in its previous condition.

“Oh well, it can’t be all that bad if the mech is still standing—HOLY STARS ABOVE!”

Firen clutched his head and spun in a circle, overwhelmed by the damage to his home. A good quarter of the entire asteroid had been sheared off in a plane that ended precisely at the mech’s feet. It was as if a gigantic chisel had ground against the face of the rock. The longer he stared, the more his mind struggled to understand what he saw.

The ether collector was gone, as were the darkshroom garden and the chute that expelled waste from their dung traps. So was the melted nub of the firesteel anchor—the only evidence of their horrifying battle a half-hour earlier.

“Everything is gone!” said Firen, his jaw open in disbelief. “What are we going to do, Tar? Our home is ruined.”

Vasha fluttered over. “Don’t forget, you must evacuate, not just from this asteroid but the entire system. You have to let go of all this, Firen. Don’t let it hold you back for one second. Every effort should be spent escaping.” Vasha’s tone softened, and she settled on Firen’s shoulder, bowing her flame gently over to place it against the dragon’s neck. “Firen, now that you’ve seen The Reek yourself—a feat few have survived to tell the tale—you know this is true.”

The dragon’s gaze grew distant and unfocused. “My mind knows what you’re saying is true, logically speaking,” he said. “But my heart is struggling to catch up. It’s difficult not to get emotional when I see our home devastated like this. I … I didn’t even see what hit us.”

“Or, more likely, what we hit,” said Keemee, appearing from nowhere. “I bet we smoked some poor bastards right out of the sky!”

Vasha winced, then patted her flame against Firen again. “It might sound harsh, but I see this as a good thing. Anything that helps you let go and move on.” She turned her flame skyward. “Besides, we have guests.”

“What?” said Firen, his focus rushing back to the present, his head jerking in the direction of Vasha’s gaze.

Tarly came scurrying over in time to hear Keemee’s assessment. “At least a dozen of those mech robot things.” The little flame grew tall, stretching his perception. “They all have the same emblem on the shoulder … looks like a yellow starburst inside a hexagon?”

“Hive soldiers,” said Firen with a shudder echoing across his chest muscles. “Where?”

The dust whipping into a sudden windstorm was his only forewarning as five gleaming mechs shot out of the sky, descending with screaming ether jets and their weapons aimed directly at the two dragons. Wicked steel talons extended from their feet to clutch Firen’s home, and their metal wings splayed so wide that they eclipsed the sky. Their colors matched, their various components alternating between gold and burgundy in an evident uniform indicative of their hive. Firen couldn’t be sure, but they seemed to be of a similar class to the green mech he’d had piloted earlier.

Battle mechs.

Yet these seemed different. Each wielded an impressive armament, for one thing: a cannon mounted on a foreshoulder that pivoted on its own gimbal to aim straight at the cowering dragons. The weapons were of an unfamiliar design, on another level entirely from the primitive rock cutter he’d so heavily depended upon back in the ice mine. These radiated a fearsome welling of magic that leaked from bright runes along their length, not to mention the smoldering orb peeking from each barrel that indicated they were primed to discharge.

Four of the mechs surrounded them, stretching their necks to the ground with their steel heads facing Firen and Tarly. Then, a fifth mech with additional stripes on its armor raised on its hind legs and stood tall. If Firen squinted hard, he could make out the dragon manning the device, tucked safely into the sunken cockpit in the mech’s chest.

The leader.

Firen glimpsed up, spying another four mechs circling in the sky, each boasting a glowing cannon targeting his precise location.

He gulped.

An amplified voice rang out from the mech leader.

“I’m the lieutenant in charge of this squad. This rock is now under the purview of the hive. Identify yourself.”

Firen raised himself up on his haunches, puffing out his chest in defiance.

Just remember: I’ve done nothing wrong.

Unfortunately, his brave attempt appeared pathetic in the shadow of the towering machines before him, and his confidence faltered.

“M-My name is Firen Blazerunner.” He fixed his eyes on the imposing leader but jerked his snout to the side. “My daughter, Tarly. This is our home.”

Vasha flared brilliantly on Firen’s shoulder. “I am Ambassador Vasha, she-sprite of the Magma Prime System, descendant of Riken the Everlasting Flame and heir to our system’s throne.”

Firen’s eyes almost bugged out of his head.

Ambassador? Wait—heir?

The lieutenant’s mech took an uncertain step backward, as if needing a moment to consider how best to proceed. Keemee flared from his perch on Tarly’s back, not wanting to be outdone.

“And I am Keemee, president of the Rubble-Bee System, sprite extraordinaire, and … and … DESTROYER OF WORLDS!”

Firen winced and Tarly hung her head in shame.

Vasha hissed. “I was dead serious. Then you had to go and say all that!”

“What?” said Keemee, defensively. “Everything I said was the truth! Although that last thing was more of an accident. I swear I had no idea that monster was pregnant when I led it to Epsilon Five.”

The lead mech stepped forward, once more on confident ground, and the lieutenant addressed Firen directly. “You may have your own star sprites, but it’s clear from this dump you’ve been living in you’re not a member of the hive nobility. You’re coming with us. This asteroid was the cause of a level three collision, and you’re being investigated for probable cause. If we discover a hive noble has registered these star sprites—which I believe is extremely likely—there will be additional charges. Your sprites can say all the flowery words they want to the adjudicator, but I can tell you now—it won’t change a thing.”

Hive noble? What in the blazes?

The mech toppled onto its forelimbs to clutch the ground, extending its head with its jaws open wide. Inside the yawning metal mouth was a room with heavily armored walls: an apparent imprisonment cell. “Proceed inside. If you resist, we’ll take aggressive measures to ensure your compliance,” said the voice matter-of-factly.

“What about the mech?” asked Firen, pointing with a wing to the green machine overrun with critical damage.

“That’s hive property and you know it,” said the lieutenant.

Damn.

Vasha slapped her flame hard against Firen’s neck to get his attention. “Don’t you have an important message? From the soldier of that mech?”

“Huh?” said Firen. “Oh, yes! A hive soldier wanted us to relay a message to someone called General Arkan.”

The monstrous head of the dragon mech retracted, its jaws closing halfway. “Likely story.” The head tilted to the side as if staring into space, evidently mimicking its user’s mannerisms. “Then again, Deep Space One was docked in this part of the outer belt recently.” The head bobbed, its pilot cementing a decision, then it extended once again with its jaws open wide. “Alright, that’s sufficiently beyond my authority. You can tell that to the queen.”

Vasha flared bright blue.

Now we’re getting somewhere.
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Thirty minutes later, the containment cell lurched for the umpteenth time. Firen had thought to steal some sleep during the voyage, but the violently pitching walls soon disabused him of that notion.

“I didn’t expect the trip to be this bumpy,” said Tarly, inhaling gulps of ether to swell up her cheeks like balloons. She was desperately trying not to vomit. She’d been playing with the monster compendium and had finally figured out how to update entries, only to be overcome by a wave of nausea.

Her face turned yet another shade of green.

Thankfully, she and Firen had strapped in using the tie-downs around the cell’s perimeter. Otherwise, the bucking ride might well have knocked them unconscious or broken a limb.

“Yeah, for some reason, I assumed this battle class mech would give a silky smooth ride,” said Firen. “That green one sure did.” Then he snorted to himself. “For all the four steps I took.”

Perhaps this lieutenant is just a reckless driver.

At least the two star sprites seemed to be weathering it well, chattering along to each other in their strange language with pops, hisses, and crackles. Every bump the mech endured caused a synchronous waver in both their flames, but their babbling carried on heedlessly without interruption.

The sprites’ conversation turned more animated, causing Firen to peer closely at them.

What’s going on?

Vasha turned to him as if reading his mind. “We were just commenting on these mechs. They’re truly ingenious!”

“Yes,” said Keemee. “If the starbeasts in our systems had these, we might have won the war!”

Tarly clamored for the conversation, eager for a distraction from her nausea. She swallowed the swelling lump in her throat before daring to open her jaws. “I’ve been meaning to ask you: What’s an ambassador?”

“Ah,” said Vasha, remembering her introduction to the lieutenant earlier. “They’re someone who represents the interests of their race. I came here to ask for help on behalf of the star sprites of Magma Prime and warn the starbeasts here about The Reek. There’s also … one other thing I should mention. I, uh … perhaps I’ve been avoiding it, if I’m being honest.”

Her azure flame dimmed and she withered down to become small.

Firen tightened his brow at the change.

Is she afraid?

“Go on,” he said.

“You see, I’m not the only one coming here from my system.”

“There are more of you?” asked Tarly.

“Yes, of course. Before The Reek, billions of starbeasts and their bonded sprites lived peacefully in our system. Then the spores came, consuming every last starbeast, with many of the sprites perishing shortly after. But protected enclaves of sprites survived. There are, um … quite a few still seeking refuge.”

“Oh,” said Firen. “And they fled to various other systems, I’m guessing?”

“Well, yes and no. They certainly fled—that much is true. But as to the part about various other systems, no. They’re, uh … they’re all coming here.”

“WHAT?” said Tarly, unable to contain her excitement. “How many?”

“You must understand, it’s not a guarantee they’ll all survive the voyage. It is very long. You remember how tired I was when I arrived⁠—”

“How many?” asked Firen, leveling his gaze at her.

Vasha’s flame grew small indeed. “About, oh, maybe … two million?”

“Stars above,” said Firen.

“Give or take a million,” said Keemee.

Firen’s jaw hung loose and he clutched his forehead. “W-what? How?”

“The better question is, ‘When’?” said Keemee.

Vasha’s flame blazed in Keemee’s direction, glaring at him. “The refugees are traveling in a convoy, stopping at the stars of key systems along the way to replenish their strength. As for the ‘when,’ you measure your belt days here based on the inner belt, if I understand your memories correctly?”

Firen was still so stunned that Tarly had to answer for him. “Yes, it’s what makes the most sense for everyone in the system,” she said.

Her words snapped Firen from his daze and he closed his jaws with a clop. “That’s only what they teach you in school, Tar. The real reason everything is measured by the inner belt is because that’s where all the influential dragons live. They’re the ones who invented the standard. We march to their cadence.” Firen chuffed a flash of fire from his nostrils. “In more ways than one.”

Vasha’s flame nodded. “As I surmised. In any case, that means the other refugees should arrive in about eight belt days.”

“EIGHT days!” said Firen. “In eight days, we’ll have two million⁠—”

“Three million,” said Keemee.

“—THREE million sprites descending on us?”

“These poor sprites have lost everything,” said Vasha, flaring defensively. “They won’t require much. A brief wash of dragonfire to top them up when they arrive, perhaps. Then most of them—most of us, rather, will endeavor to take up residence in one of your binary stars. You have two, after all.”

“Tell him the good news,” said Keemee, bending his flame to touch the blue sprite.

Vasha’s size swelled back to her typical height, then grew higher still, puffing herself up. “Over half these sprites have fought against The Reek’s onslaught before, standing proudly beside the dragons of Magma Prime. Over a million could safely bond with a starbeast in this system. Combined with your mech technologies, it could be a formidable army.”

“That’s … hmm. That is good news,” said Firen, pondering.

Vasha sighed. “Let’s hope this queen agrees.”

“So how about you?” asked Tarly, bobbing her snout toward Keemee’s flame. “Do you have millions of refugees coming from your system, too?”

There was a pause before he answered in a quiet voice.

“No, unfortunately it’s just me. I wasn’t lying when I introduced myself to the lieutenant. I’m the president of the Rubble-Bee System, alright.”

He turned to gaze at the sliver of stars visible between the teeth of the mech’s jaws.

“Because I’m the only one left.”


CHAPTER 12
THE HIVE SHIP



It’s difficult to say which was louder: the hiss from the mech’s jaws sliding ajar or Tarly’s gasp at the incredible view before them.

The group of four clambered free and stepped into the extraordinary world of a hive ship space dock. The vast chamber was bustling with soldiers, engineers, and pilots, weaving haphazardly around dozens of towering mechs anchored to the floor.

The walls were a crystalline green, as if hewn from raw emerald, but the floor was polished steel marred with a mass of scrapes, scratches, and burns.

Firen flicked his forked tongue out, sampling the flavors of machine oil intermingled with space dust from a hundred different rocks.

Even the ether smells different here.

He looked up and noticed that the ceiling was not a ceiling at all but another floor, filled with mechs with locked feet that appeared to be hanging upside down from his perspective.

Each machine had two or three dragons flying about its surface, performing some kind of maintenance, from refueling to straight-up dismemberment.

They’re … flying?

He spun his head about, appraising the hundreds of beasts performing various tasks. Out of all the dragons aloft, none appeared to be struggling. On the contrary, they glided about with casual nonchalance, as if the ability to fly was wholly unremarkable.

Does everyone here have an awakened heartfire?

The telltale flash of a welding arc stole his attention, lighting up the farthest depths of the space dock. He was familiar with the routine maintenance required for utility class mechs from his time in the ice mine, but the scale of this operation boggled his mind. From his quick count, there were over two hundred of the machines, and those were only the ones he could see from his poor vantage point on the floor.

As Firen stared, he realized there was a loose hierarchy to their placement.

Those are utility-class mechs at the back. Those are battle-class … but what are those?

At the forefront of the space dock, right before the cargo bay doors opened into the nothingness of space, were three gorgeous mechs that dwarfed all others. Their armor didn’t merely gleam but sparkled.

“Ah, I see you’ve spotted our elite class mechs,” said their captor, floating down from the open cockpit behind them. The lieutenant was a female, tall and lean, with a measuring gaze. Her jaws held a cockeyed smirk, and she raised her chin in pride. “We’re the only hive in the system to have three of them. Three! Beautiful, aren’t they?”

Firen’s jaw was hanging loose again.

“Beautiful doesn’t begin to describe them,” said Tarly in awe.

“That one at the front is the queen’s,” said the lieutenant. She smirked and glanced sideways at Firen. “Although she outgrew it years ago.”

“Naturally,” said Firen without thinking. “Wait, she outgrew that?”

The lieutenant chuckled.

Then Vasha flared bright, arresting Firen’s attention from the imposing mechs. Anytime the she-sprite did that, it filled his soul with unfulfilled longing.

“I’m detecting lingering signs of … sprites from those machines,” she said. “How is that possible?”

The lieutenant tapped a talon against her snout and winked. “Trade secret. To be honest, you shouldn’t even be looking at them.”

Tarly snorted. “They’re a little hard to miss, out in the open like that! They’re sparkling!”

The comment obviously pleased the lieutenant because she responded with a broad smile. “That they are, dragonling. That they are.”

The exchange caused hope to stir in Firen’s chest.

Her hostility from earlier has vanished. Maybe we can still get out of this.

The soldier spread her leathery wings wide, gesturing at the vast space dock. “In any case, welcome to hive ship Deep Space Six.”

“Uh, Lieutenant,” said a gravelly voice behind them. “We’re ready when you are.”

Firen spun around to discover a squad of hive soldiers surrounding them. The sights and sounds had so enthralled him that he hadn’t noticed their approach. Each soldier stood at attention, their four claws clutching sunken footholds in the otherwise smooth steel floor.

“Ah, Sergeant Narx,” said the lieutenant, turning. Her smile vanished and the wistful look in her eyes dimmed. “Impeccable timing. Take these prisoners to the queen’s antechamber without delay. Check the sprites for registration and take a statement, as usual. They need to be ready for an audience. At the queen’s convenience, of course.”

“Aye, Lieutenant,” said the burly sergeant, wrinkling his snout as he examined Firen and his daughter. He slapped a clenched fist against his shoulder in salute. “The charge?”

The lieutenant tilted her head, appraising Firen and his young daughter with what appeared to be genuine compassion.

This is it—this is our chance! She’s going to waive the charge.

The tenderness in the lieutenant’s features glitched and her smile melted into a frown. “The collision caused untold damage to our ship, squashed a mech flat, and killed a hive member on patrol duty. Then there’s also the delicate political standing of the survivor.”

The lieutenant turned away, allowing her gaze to grow distant as she sighed.

“The charge is murder.”
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Firen was so dumbstruck by the lieutenant’s words that their journey passed by in a complete blur. The deafening roar of the engine room came and went in a flash. The massive crystal-lined storeroom barely registered in his consciousness. And the endless gardens of hearty vegetables suffused with magical ether rushed by like a green fog. He even missed the vast rooms where countless domesticated animals floated about, peacefully grazing on the abundant plants lining the floor and ceiling.

Murder? The whole thing was an accident! How can they do this?

“Don’t worry,” said Vasha from his shoulder, sensing his desperation. “We’ll get this sorted out. We had a hive military in the Magma Prime System, and although they could be strict at times, they were never unjust.”

Tarly was torn between the worry about the ridiculous charge and the constant wonder that bombarded her senses. One moment, she was pressing her body against her father in fear; the next, she was standing in awe at some grandiose spectacle that the soldiers strolled past without so much as a second glance.

The squad mercilessly jostled them onward until they came upon a strange wall. Affixed to its face were hundreds of colored steel rings. The wall stretched upward, disappearing into a vertical shaft lit gloomily by dragoncoal lamps. On closer inspection, Tarly found that all the rings of a given color were mounted in the same groove. The design clearly had some kind of purpose, with many of the grooves curling away into oddly specific directions.

Firen peered up into the vertical shaft and his eyes grew wide. It was colossal, at least a hundred wings wide, ascending into distant darkness.

I don’t see the end.

“Welcome to the speed shaft,” said Sergeant Narx. “It’s a bit primitive. But what it does, it does extremely well.” The sergeant paused. “A bit like yours truly, now that I think about it.” He gave Tarly a wink, then pointed at the wall. “Grab a black ring. Don’t touch any of the others. The queen’s throne room is almost at the top of the ship, and that route travels faster than all the others.” Then he looked Tarly in the eyes. “Younglings don’t ever visit the throne room. At least, not from all the way down here on the farming levels. It’s gonna get fast, but you should be alright. Make sure you hold on tight and don’t let go, no matter what.”

Tarly gulped. “What happens if I do?”

“Then we’ll be scraping yer body off the walls.”

Tarly’s head snapped to her father. “Dad!”

“It’s going to be fine, Tar. I’m sure the sergeant is being dramatic,” he said, glaring at the soldier.

“Besides,” said Keemee, flickering on her shoulder. “You’ve got me.”

Sergeant Narx snorted and turned to address Tarly. “If you get blown off, beat your wings like hellfire. You’ll be alright.”

“What about the sprites?” asked Firen. “They have nothing to hold on to.”

A barking laugh erupted from the sergeant’s jaws. “Ha! Good one!” Then he turned to a squad member. “What about the sprites, he says!”

Apparently, Firen’s confused face didn’t earn him an explanation because all he received in return were wry grins.

“Don’t worry,” said Vasha, comforting Firen by patting her flame against his neck. His soul lurched at the fiery connection, and he barely heard her following words. “A short ride in this speed shaft is nothing noteworthy when we traveled across multiple systems just to get here.”

Now it was the sergeant’s turn to look confused, and he peered closely at the sprites. He was still staring when Tarly and Firen confirmed they were ready, each gripping tightly to their rings with both foreclaws.

The squad secured themselves to rings beside them, and Narx gave them a countdown.

“Three, two, one, GO.”

He used a rear claw to stomp a glowing button on the floor, and the group of rings jerked upward as one, accelerating swiftly.

Within seconds, Firen’s eyelids were peeling back from the ether wind buffeting him in the face. He struggled to turn his head and check on Tarly without being blown away. When he finally did, he yelled in shock. She was barely hanging on!

“DAD!” Tarly screamed as her claws wrenched loose.

Firen wailed in horror, stretching a claw toward his daughter. But it was too little, too late. She’d already tumbled away, veering off on a sharp tangent aimed straight at the unyielding crystal walls.

Firen’s perception of time slowed as a bellow tore from his lungs, his worst nightmare realized.

My daughter is about to die!


CHAPTER 13
SPEED SHAFT



Right before Tarly impacted the wall, a bright purple flash erupted in front of her body.

When the protective membrane on Firen’s eyes retracted, he saw she was miraculously still in one piece. Her petite frame was growing ever more distant, but he could see her chest heaving with breaths.

She’s alive!

Firen’s ring abruptly decelerated. When he glanced at the sergeant slowing at a similar pace beside him, he spotted a flashing armband on the soldier’s forelimb that he hadn’t noticed before.

“An emergency beacon,” said the sergeant. “I alerted the control station and they locked down the speed shaft. They have a medic on the way, too.” The dragon turned and grimaced at Tarly’s unmoving body in the distance. “I apologize. I have a niece about her age and I know⁠—”

Firen launched himself down the shaft.

I don’t have time for this!

“Hey!” said the sergeant, his gravelly voice echoing after him.

But Firen was already gone, his heartfire pounding in his chest, demanding he act.

Within five frenzied wingbeats, he reached a similar speed to the black rings only moments earlier. Within fifteen, he’d reached Tarly’s location and was hastily backpedaling in the ether to slow his approach.

With a whump, Firen landed sideways on the wall and scurried over to her. He sighed with relief when he saw the steady rhythm of her breathing.

“Hey darling, it’s Dad.” He nuzzled her gently, and tears began to pool in his eyes. “Are y-you in th-there, Tar?”

“The impact knocked her unconscious,” said Keemee, climbing out from beneath her neck and strolling along her scales to meet Firen’s gaze. “I ramped up my mass as we neared the wall, which took a bite out of our momentum, but my timing was off. I think she’ll be okay, but she’ll have some nasty bruises.”

Firen gathered up his daughter and held her close, rocking her gently as his hindclaws clung to the wall.

“Oh, my precious baby! I’m so sorry, darling. Daddy’s right here, sweetheart.”

As he murmured quietly to his child, Vasha leaped over to Keemee.

“You did good,” she said.

“Pah! You know me—I’m only interested in stealing her monster dictionary thing. Couldn’t have that smacking into the wall and getting damaged.”

Vasha gave him a friendly shove with her flame. “I do know you, and that thought never once entered your mind. You big, purple oaf!”

“Now that’s unfair—you’re the same size!”

The star sprites were still bantering playfully when two dragon medics arrived, riding up on broad metal gurneys that jetted ether from the rear for propulsion. Each medic was kitted out with an array of arcane devices, and their vehicle was chock full of supplies. A clean white satchel with a four-point harness clung to their backs; its straps looped around each shoulder.

They swiftly secured the gurneys to the emerald wall, then dashed over with a flap of their wings.

“Let us in, let us in,” said a kindly elderly female who bustled forward with swinging hips.

She placed a metal disc on Tarly’s chest—where her heartfire would be if it had awakened—and the device projected a bright blue data sheet into view.

“Hmph. Everything seems to be in order. No internal damage at all. That’s good.”

Then the dragon nurse moved the disc to Tarly’s crown, where it glowed yellow and projected a different data sheet.

“Ah, looks like she has a nasty concussion. Nothing too serious, fortunately.” The medic cocked her head at her companion, who was dutifully recording the diagnosis on some kind of magical slate. “I’m administering a dose of selvee bark mixed with fennelscrub and mittenscale flower. That should do it.”

She wasted no time feeding a series of strange plant parts to the youngling, pressing the ingredients into bitter cakes that she squirreled deep into Tarly’s jaws. Despite her being unconscious, the youngling’s swallowing reflex flushed them away.

As the medic kneaded together another vile-smelling cake, visible wisps of ether leaked from her talons.

Firen’s eyes widened. “Is that … magic?”

The elderly dragon’s eyes twinkled as she laughed. “Young man, you are magic. Do you not breathe ether?”

Young man?

“Yes, but … I’ve never seen a plant like this before.”

The medic’s brow pinched as she continued to stuff medicine into the girl. “This is the least of the arts taught here in the hive. There are hundreds of applications more impressive than this one. You’d have to be raised on the darkest side of OutBelt not to have seen something like this!” Firen winced and his cheeks flushed with heat as she continued. “These plants might be of a weaker variety, but they’re available in abundance on the farming floors. Their ether-rich components hasten the body’s natural healing abilities, amplifying them by several orders of magnitude.”

“Oh,” said Firen, still abashed. Fortunately, he was saved from further embarrassment when Tarly’s eyelids fluttered open.

“D-dad?”

“Tar, I’m right here. You’re going to be alright now.”

The medic gave her a beaming smile. “Ah, a quick recovery, as I expected. Now open wide, dearie. You need to take a final dose; then, you’re all done.”

Tarly swallowed the medicinal cake with a bitter scowl and her tongue scraping the roof of her mouth. The medic had already retreated to pack away her things.

Firen delicately placed a claw on the old dragon’s forelimb.

“Thank you. With all of my heart, thank you.”

The matron’s beaming smile returned. “My pleasure, dearie. My name’s Gren, by the way.” Then her smile faltered as her snout wrinkled. “You smell … different. Who are you two, exactly?”

“Prisoners!” said Sergeant Narx’s huffing voice, approaching from afar with tired wings and a heaving chest. His squad was flapping along doggedly behind him.

Firen blinked hard when he realized the sergeant and his entire squad were flying, albeit slowly and with great effort.

I’m still not used to seeing that.

“They’re prisoners,” said Narx. “To be … investigated … for murder!” He spat out the charge between gasps as he turned to Firen. “Hot blazes, you fly like a drake with its ass afire!” Then he turned to Tarly. “And I’m truly sorry you got hurt, dragonling. I didn’t realize your heartfire isn’t awakened. I thought you’d be able to slow down in time.”

“These two have been charged with murder?” said Gren, the crumple returning easily to her aged brow.

“S’true,” said Narx, nodding as his squad assembled around them in a loose formation. “They were the cause of that impact last hour.”

“It wasn’t our fault,” said Tarly in a quiet voice. “It was the Cordyceps.”

Firen glanced down at her trembling claws. Only then did he notice she’d been clutching the obelisk the entire time. With a twist of a dial, the device jumped straight to the data sheet about Cordyceps. She’d updated the record with her notes, and Firen couldn’t help but smile at the changes she’d made. Even for a lowly ten-year-old, her spelling was atrocious. Still, the entry was more accurate now.

INVASIVE CORDYCEPS

Power Level: Weak

Threat Level: EXTREEMLEE Critical

Abilities: Can transform DRAGONS into zombified minions. Exponential spread.

Appearance: Symptoms of pathogenic infection display as a gray fuzz on the carapace of DRAGONS, consisting of innumerable fungal spores. Wounds eject visible gray spore clouds.

Description: Cordyceps fungal variant. The infected display erratic behavior, culminating in the suicidal attack of their peers. Upon death, the victim’s body erupts into infectious spores. Fortunately, the infection is not transmissible to dragons.

Traits: Aggressively invasive species. Highly adaptive. Can subsist solely on raw ether but only spreads via animal flesh incubation. Weakness to fire of all kinds.

Additional Notes: WORNING! EXTREEMLEE DANJERUS TOO DRAGONS! MAKES YORE FRENDS GO SIKO AND KILL EVERY BUDDY!

Tarly looked up at the medic with pride, but unfortunately, her efforts weren’t well received.

“I’m not sure what to believe when I read this,” said Gren. “It’s clear you’ve been editing the data sheet yourself. Did you record this entry using the scanner mode? Or was this a public entry that you changed?”

Tarly’s confused look caused her to elaborate. “This is a much older model, but we have something similar in the medic bay that we use to scan patients. Typically, the scanner mode is far more intelligent at giving readouts of symptoms and ailments for dragon and monster alike. The list of public data sheets is much smaller. It looks like you just hacked one to pieces and crammed in some of your own comments.”

When the medic saw Tarly’s face about to burst into tears, she amended her words. “I mean no offense, dearie. There, there now, don’t fret. Look, I’ll show you the trick of it. Next time you want an accurate entry, don’t turn the dial. Instead, squeeze it into the device and hold it for three seconds. I’ll show you—we’ll use it on your father so you can see what happens.”

The medic aimed the obelisk at Firen and three seconds later, a new data sheet appeared.

COMMON DRAGON OF SARDIS

Power Level: Moderate

Threat Level: Varies

Abilities: None detected

Appearance: Common/Brown

Description: Common dragon inhabitant of the Sardis System. This individual appears to be in the 98th percentile for strength and agility.

Traits: Awakened heartfire with an active sprite blessing of unknown variant (azure) detected.

Firen leaned over and frowned critically at the readout until he saw the line about the 98th percentile. He nodded with a smirk. “Checks out.”

Tarly’s jaw was hanging open as Gren continued.

“I’m not sure where you found this information about the invasive Cordyceps, but it seems questionable. I’m familiar with Cordyceps spores, and they’re completely harmless to dragons. They infected farming level thirty-five last year, and we lost an entire season of rocklings.”

Tarly was too stunned to respond, but Vasha leaped to her defense.

“Not this variant,” said the sprite. “These gray spores infect dragons on contact. I can verify that they are extremely dangerous. In fact, I’d be happy to spark with you to share my memories of how they operate.” The sprite leaned her flame toward the medic, who scurried backward with shock.

“NO! … ah, thank you, but I wouldn’t want to get into trouble,” said Gren, glancing at Sergeant Narx.

Firen was thoroughly confused, as were the sprites if their changing colors were any indication.

“C’mon,” said Narx, taking Firen’s forelimb in a firm grip. “You can tell all this to the queen. She loves fanciful stories,” he said with a foreboding chuckle. “We still have to get you reported to the adjudicator. It’ll be my head on a stick if we don’t get up there soon.”

When the sergeant turned to the far wall of rings, Tarly froze. “I’m not going on those rings,” she said adamantly. “Kax and Karn will nova before I get on those again.”

The sergeant’s wings circled, turning him about. “I’ll make sure the rings are set to half-speed,” he began, then paused when he saw the dragonling’s icy glare. “Ah. Alright, alright, that’s fair, I s’pose.”

“I can give these two dearies a lift on the ether scoot,” said Gren, patting her metal gurney and giving Tarly a genuine smile that creased her whole face. “Then we can meet you at the top, Sergeant.”

Narx laughed out loud. “You can’t go giving outsiders a lift when they’re charged with murder!”

“If anyone is giving Tarly a lift, it’ll be me,” said Firen, locking eyes with his daughter and nodding to his back. She hastily scrambled aboard, and Firen swung his head around to meet the sergeant’s gaze. “Tarly is used to hanging onto me, and I’ll pace right beside you on the rings. If I leave your side for the briefest moment, you can level whatever charges you want at me.”

The sergeant narrowed his eyes. A wide grin split his jaws.

“Now this I gotta see.”


CHAPTER 14
THIS ADJUDICATOR IS A REAL BASTARD



“Well, shave my fangs. I can’t believe you did it,” said Sergeant Narx, releasing his ring at the top of the speed shaft. He passed a handful of bright scales to a squad member and shook his head with a rueful laugh.

Firen was huffing and puffing, but he couldn’t stop from smiling.

An awakened heartfire might be common here, but they’re still impressed. Is it because of Vasha’s blessing?

“What did you say yer name was again?” asked Narx, his gaze intense.

“Firen Blazerunner, sir,” said Firen, throwing back his foreshoulders and puffing out his chest.

“Never seen the likes of it.” The soldier’s voice drifted off into silence as his face took on a pensive look.

Tarly was still mounted on her father’s back, and she angled her head for a better look around. They’d arrived in a humble, crystalline chamber at the absolute top of the speed shaft where the ring grooves ended. There was nowhere else to go except for a poorly-lit tunnel that curled around to the right.

Tarly couldn’t hide her disappointment.

Where’s the queen?

The sergeant’s voice interrupted her thoughts as he led them into the gloom. “Right then. Best get to it.”

Fifty wings later and the dimly lit tunnel emptied into the side of the grandest entryway Firen had ever seen, its ornately carved ceiling soaring twenty wings high. The floor was a kind of inlaid tile, the likes of which he’d never seen. Against each wall were a series of towering statues of mighty dragons in valiant poses. Each one was sculpted from what appeared to be solid gold, brightly lit by bowlfuls of swirling dragonfire.

The exquisite artistry of the place boggled his mind. Firen had never seen art before. He was beginning to feel quite the outsider indeed.

“This is the grand entryway,” said Narx. “Aptly named, doncha think?”

The sergeant’s feet scurried along the tiles while his wings flapped, and the group followed suit, continuing their floating gait across the awesome hall to the telltale entrance of a dragon hollow on the other side. He pressed a button on the wall and the doorway’s filmy, ether veil vanished a moment later.

The rest of the squad held back, standing at attention while Firen followed the sergeant inside with Tarly still clutching to his back.

The diminutive entrance soon opened up to a well-lit and ornately-furnished hollow. Every surface—from floor to ceiling—was filled with a decadent assortment of cushions, each constructed from rockling leather dyed in an array of colors and packed with something soft. The colors and embroidering of the cushions varied, from grandiose examples wrought by a master of the art to relatively plain cushions that boasted bold, vibrant themes.

In the middle of it all sat a rather gaunt dragon with skin stretched taut over sharp cheekbones that exaggerated his displeased glare. He held two small, glowing orbs in one claw and expertly orbited them in his palm. The display was strangely hypnotic and Firen had to shake his head to clear his mind.

There is magic here.

“Sergeant Narx. You finally showed,” said the stranger.

“We, ah, had a small incident in the speed shaft, sir. Nothing we couldn’t handle. Please forgive the delay.” The sergeant’s voice contained a hint of desperation and he lowered his gaze to the floor.

Firen’s eyes widened.

This dragon has some serious influence.

“Hmph,” said the adjudicator. “I heard some of the details when it hit the emergency intercom, but I didn’t realize it was you. I suppose in a world of excuses, that one qualifies as sufficient. You are excused.”

Narx exhaled, relief evident on his face. He wasted no time lowering himself into a deferential bow and beating his wings to reverse from the hollow.

“Welcome, dear guests. I am Senior Adjudicator Harding.” The dragon was still twirling the glowing orbs as he waved his other claw at the room. “Please come closer and select a cushion. Any cushion you like, even on the ceiling—nothing is out of bounds. It’s a little game I like to play with guests to see what they decide.”

“Oh, I want to play!” said Tarly, leaving Keemee behind as she leaped from Firen’s back and floated to the middle of the sea of cushions. Within seconds, she had set her heart on the perfect match—a garish pink pillow with fuzzy tassels hanging off its edge.

“This one! Oh, I love it!” she said, curling her body into a crescent and nuzzling into it.

Firen glanced at the adjudicator and saw him grace Tarly with an empty smile as if her choice was entirely predictable. Firen’s attention returned to the sea of cushions surrounding him.

This is stupid. What’s the point?

“I want that one,” said Vasha from his shoulder, staring at an azure cushion with embellished filigree that matched her color.

“Well, go on then,” said Firen, shrugging to cast her toward it. Once the she-sprite was settled, he returned to his own search with Keemee perched on his other shoulder. He quickly lost patience with the overwhelming array of choices.

This is so stupid.

Curbing his rising annoyance, he flapped his wings and plopped onto whatever cushion was beneath him at the time, not even looking at what it was. Once his rump was placed and his choice made, he peered down to find it was the most anti-Firen cushion he could have possibly chosen: a lavish masterpiece woven from delicate gold thread. It appeared outlandishly expensive and that thought alone nearly compelled him to move.

No. I’ve chosen. Let’s just get this over with.

He looked up to see the adjudicator displaying a sharp frown. “And finally, your purple sprite?”

“I’m fine right where I am, thanks,” said Keemee, still perched on Firen’s shoulder. “I don’t want to play.”

The dragon’s frown deepened. “It’s merely a game. Please reconsider. I would simply love for you to choose a cushion. One that matches your personality. How about that delightful violet specimen over there.”

“If it’s merely a game, then I refuse. No thank you.”

Adjudicator Harding’s frame went rigid and his jaws clenched. “I must insist, dear sprite.”

Alarm bells sounded in Firen’s mind. Vasha’s flame tensed and she made as if to leap from her cushion.

“NO!” said Harding, splaying a claw at her. “STAY ON YOUR CUSHION!”

“This is where you try to kill us, right?” asked Keemee.

Harding’s frame went rigid once more before responding with a quiet voice. “What?”

“I’ve played this game once before, long ago with a group of my dragon friends,” said Keemee. “The dragon that invited us to play didn’t like the cushions we picked. Then he went bonkers and tried to kill us all.” Keemee flared tall, pointing his tip at the dragon. “Is that where this is headed?”

“That’s preposterous. Nobody is going to die here, sprite. Choose a damn cushion.”

Keemee didn’t move and Adjudicator Harding was silent for several seconds. Then he said the words Firen did not want to hear.

“Fine. We’ll do this the hard way.”

Without warning, Harding crushed the two balls in his grasp and a blast of magic rippled across the room. As the wave of power hit each cushion, a domed cell sprang up over each one in a matching design and color, trapping Firen, Tarly and the two sprites in their own personal barriers.

“Yeah, I thought something like this would happen,” said Keemee, patting his flame against the dome that arced across Firen’s shoulder.

Tarly jerked her head around. “Dad!”

“Don’t worry, Tar. I’m sure the adjudicator has a reasonable explanation for this deception,” said Firen, spitting the words.

He tapped a talon against his dome. It didn’t feel very strong, perhaps because the cushion’s design was so unlike him. It was as if the trap was miscalibrated somehow, misaligned with his magical frequency.

“All I wanted was a little chat,” said Harding. He held up a glowing band on his left forelimb. “This bracelet indicates if you’re telling the truth. I have several questions about where you’re from and why you’re here.”

“Why can’t you just ask your questions normally?” asked Vasha. “We’re already secured deep within your crystal ship. Why the heavy-handedness? Now you’ve sacrificed any of our lingering goodwill.”

The dragon laughed cruelly. “Goodwill? Why should I care about your goodwill? Let me remind you: you’re accused of murder. I’m afraid it is quite necessary, dear sprite. Over the eons, a long list of outsiders has attempted to overthrow us. But no longer! Because I hold all the power in this discussion now.”

“Actually, I think I’ve figured out the trick of it,” said Vasha. “Each cushion has a different magical frequency that appeals to a certain individual. There’s a propagator hidden in the fabric. The cell is the same frequency, making it perfectly calibrated to the individual sitting on the cushion. That’s why you wanted us to choose: We were drawn to the cells that would work best against us.”

“Well, well, well,” said Harding, giving an unimpressed huff. “Very observant. Only it’s not going to do you any good, because the propagator is on the outside of the barrier.”

“Cute,” said Vasha. She touched her flame against the dome and flared brightly, shattering it into a thousand shards of ether that dissipated into nothingness.

“WHAT!” said Harding.

“Not sure if you’ve heard the news, but you’re a total dungbag,” said Keemee. “When the lieutenant was like ‘adjudicator this,’ and the sergeant was like ‘adjudicator that,’ I thought you’d be a real upstanding dragon. Impartial dispenser of justice and all that. But it turns out: nope. You’re just a dungbag spoiled by power.”

Harding’s face turned a deep shade of purple, especially as he’d glanced at the bracelet on his forelimb and found it had registered Keemee’s words as truth.

“How DARE you insult me!”

Keemee ignored him, flicking his flame against the dome shield, testing it for strength. “Firen, with Vasha’s blessing on you, I think you could handle this one,” he said. “Want to take a crack at it? Just whack this part right here.”

Firen peered over at Tarly’s trapped form and let his protective fatherly instincts boil to pure rage. When he slammed his fist into the dome at full strength, it shattered into oblivion.

Huh. Wasn’t too strong after all.

The anger on the adjudicator’s face turned to shock. “NO! How are you doing that?”

“You must have very weak sprites in this system for these traps to work,” said Vasha. She floated over to Tarly’s dome and shattered it with a slap. Then, the intensity of her flame doubled, flickering wildly as she approached Harding. “Do you even know who we are?”

For the first time since the start of the encounter, his confidence faltered and a hint of fear crossed his features. “N-no. Should I?”

Vasha sighed. “When I introduced ourselves to that lieutenant, I knew she wasn’t listening.” She took a deep breath and launched into her title with the emotionless tone of a noble weary of its length.

“W-what?” asked Harding.

“You’re becoming very adept with that word. All you need to know is that in my system, I’m royalty. I represent three million battle sprites that will be on your doorstep in eight days.”

He glanced at his arcane bracelet. It glowed bright green.

“You speak truth!”

“Yes,” said Vasha. She leaped onto his snout and blazed with heat. “And you just pissed me off.”


CHAPTER 15
THE QUEEN



It’s amazing what you can accomplish by simply talking to the right people.

Those were Firen’s thoughts as they were ushered into the queen’s audience with all murder charges unceremoniously dropped. Despite his trepidation at meeting the ship’s monarch, he felt like a huge burden had been lifted from his shoulders. He could feel the tension ebbing from his stiff limbs.

Granted, his home was still destroyed.

But his daughter was healthy and hale, floating in step beside him, and their newfound friendship with the sprites warmed his heart.

Especially Vasha. There was something about the blue sprite that connected with Firen’s soul. Every time her flame touched his skin, it was like a lightning strike straight to his heart. He grinned just thinking about it.

That was right before the opulence of the queen’s chamber blew those thoughts tumbling away.

They entered through an unremarkable side door into a soaring throne room a hundred wings tall and hundreds more wide and long. Rows of massive emerald pillars marched evenly throughout the space, connecting the floor and ceiling. Two additional colonnades flanked an ostentatiously carved throne whose entire surface was wrapped in gold.

At first, the throne and the dragon lounging upon it seemed unimpressive, utterly dwarfed by their cavernous surroundings. But soon, Firen realized that was only an illusion created by his distant perspective. As the group drifted closer, the throne grew and grew and grew. Finally, when Adjudicator Harding brought them to a halt still twenty wings away, Firen realized the queen was the biggest dragon he had ever witnessed or even heard described in legend.

She was gigantic, at least fifty wings long from tail to snout. If Firen ever had the misfortune of nearing her fantastical jaws, he doubted his size would compare to even a single one of her fangs. And as if that wasn’t enough, each of her gleaming silver scales glinted with an iridescent indigo sheen that rippled in waves as she moved.

As Firen struggled to take in the sight, he was awed and terrified in equal measure. Then he realized she was staring straight at them and he snapped his hanging jaw shut.

The adjudicator flapped his wings, pressed his body to the floor, and ducked his head in a respectful bow. Firen and Tarly swiftly followed suit with the sprites on their shoulders.

“Your Majesty: the outsiders,” said Harding, his gaze locked firmly upon the floor.

The queen stirred.

“HMMM. I DETECT STRENGTH IN YOU,” rumbled the behemoth creature. “COME CLOSER, YOUNG DRAGON.”

Again with the ‘young’ reference? I’m thirty-five, dammit.

Firen leaped forward and flashed a single beat of his wings, veering in a graceful arc to land before the throne with Vasha flaring proudly on his right shoulder.

Without warning, the queen’s face was before him, its hulking mass exuding a magical power that Firen felt thrumming from her skin. She was so close that his brain couldn’t even make out her features, confronted by a towering wall of scaled skin that curved away to its own miniature horizon.

The wall moved and an enormous eye swept to the forefront, analyzing him critically before coming to rest on Vasha’s unwavering flame.

“I THOUGHT MY SPRITE RARE. BUT THAT BLUE … I HAVE NOT SEEN YOUR LIKE BEFORE.”

When it was clear the queen expected a response, Vasha spoke.

“Greetings, Hive Queen of Sardis. I am Ambassador Vasha, she-sprite of the Magma Prime System, descendant of Riken the Everlasting Flame and heir to our system’s throne. I come seeking refuge for my kind in a time of war. Forgive me for being forward, but I have much information to convey. May I spark with you?”

The queen retracted her ponderous head to a more comfortable distance, then gave a toothy but genuinely warm smile. “WELL MET, STAR CHILD OF THE EVERLASTING FLAME. I AM HIVE QUEEN REMILLERRY OF SARDIS, UNDERLING TO THE SUPREME EMPRESS AND PUBLIC SERVANT TO THE DRAGONFOLK OF THE THREE BELTS.” The gargantuan dragon paused, visibly relaxing. “SINCE YOU’RE NOBILITY, PLEASE CALL ME QUEEN REMY. I DO SO TIRE OF LONG-WINDED TITLES.”

“Likewise,” said Vasha, her fire brightening.

Their introductions officially completed, the queen arched a single eyebrow and raised an oversized talon to her jaws as she pondered. “YOUR REQUEST CERTAINLY IS FORWARD.”

“Your Majesty, if I may,” interjected the adjudicator. “This is an unregistered sprite from an entirely different system. The dangers are manifold. In fact, if⁠—”

“OH, PISH-POSH, HARDING. YOU KNOW AS WELL AS I THAT THE REGISTRATION SYSTEM IS A FARCE.”

The gaunt dragon kept his gaze on the floor, yet he dared to speak again. “Your Highness, you know how rarely I disagree with you. Yet, I feel I must reiterate. I do not think this is a good idea. For the good of the hive, please reconsider.”

Keemee’s flame turned to the adjudicator, reappraising him.

He’s got a spine. I’ll give him that.

“UGH, WHAT A BORE. FOR THE GOOD OF THE HIVE, MY BIG FAT ASS. YOU HAVEN’T PLAYED THAT CARD IN A BELT YEAR.”

Firen ducked his face so the queen wouldn’t see his smile bursting at the seams. Despite his efforts, he heard a giggle from Tarly echo across the chamber.

Firen tensed.

The imposing queen retreated to her throne with a loud huff that made Vasha flicker like a tempest. When Firen snuck a glance at the monarch, she was smirking at Tarly, even giving her a wink with a single massive eyelid that could crush bones.

“FINE. IF IT MAKES YOU FEEL BETTER, I’LL ASK DIGGY.”

Without warning, an indigo sprite appeared on the queen’s shoulder. It was substantially larger than Vasha and Keemee, looking entirely proportional to the queen’s oversized dimensions. In fact, the more Firen peered at it, the more he realized the star sprite was bigger than he was. It was only the distance to the queen’s shoulder and the outlandish perspectives of this place that made it seem otherwise.

That sprite is huge.

“DIGGY, THERE YOU ARE! WHAT’S YOUR TAKE ON ALL THIS?”

The indigo sprite leaned close and whispered discreetly.

“Her size makes total sense now,” said Vasha, whispering into Firen’s ear canal.

“What’s that?” he said, desperately trying not to echo.

“The Queen. Indigo sprites specialize in changing their size. Remember our affinities? Keemee’s is mass. Mine is power. For indigo, it’s size.” Vasha paused. “Although, the queen must have fully bonded to have grown that big. A mere blessing wouldn’t be enough.”

“DIGGY SAYS YOU CAN SPARK WITH HIM. THEN HE’LL RELAY IT TO ME.”

The indigo sprite descended from his station on the queen’s shoulder, swerving his flame purposefully to direct his landing within an arm’s reach of them.

Firen took an uneasy step back when Diggy neared, half-expecting to be burned by his advance. He was indeed larger than Firen, and the dragon had to peer upward to see the throbbing heart of the sprite’s flame. It reminded him of the oceans of liquid ice he’d seen on the surface of sweepers in years past.

The sprite seemed to sense his unease and rapidly shrank down to Vasha’s size, yet still floated at the height of Firen’s gaze. “Greetings,” it said in a polite and unassuming voice. “I am Diggy, bonded star sprite of the queen.” He dipped his flame in a courtly bow. “Welcome to our system, Ambassador Vasha. I’m deeply interested in hearing your story. The way of sprites in Sardis may seem very … ah, different from what you’re used to, so please keep an open mind about that. Also, I see you back there, purple! Please come closer—I’d love to meet you!”

Tarly drifted forward, escorting a bouncing Keemee on her shoulder. “I’m Tarly. That’s my dad,” she said, pointing her wing thumb at Firen.

“And I’m Keemee, the last living sprite of the Rubble-Bee System.” The purple sprite dipped his flame to mimic Diggy’s bow.

“Last living?” said Diggy. “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. My condolences, star brother. I imagine your journey has been long indeed.”

Keemee didn’t respond to that, wavering in uncharacteristic silence.

Tarly took advantage of the momentary distraction to scan Diggy with the monster compendium peeking from her satchel. Unfortunately, the resulting bright, translucent data sheet thwarted her stealthiness.

She shrank back, wincing.

I hope that wasn’t too rude.

Diggy pointedly ignored her, keeping his flame angled solely at Keemee.

DIGGY - BONDED STAR SPRITE OF QUEEN REMILLERRY

Power Level: Extremely High

Threat Level: None/Ally of Sardis

Abilities: Mastery over size. Able to dramatically alter proportions by consuming ether. This ability is inherited by the sprite’s bonded: Queen Remillerry of hive ship Deep Space Six.

Appearance: An indigo flame that continues to burn without an obvious fuel source.

Description: Diggy is a registered star sprite of the Sardis System. He enjoys long baths in the volcanic pools on InBelt and reading in front of a roaring fire. Diggy is famous for assisting his queen in the mech battle tournament known as the Hive Championships. He and Queen Remillerry reigned as top contenders for several years before retiring due to growth limitations with the queen’s mech.

Traits: Extremely rare. Subsists on fire. Vulnerable to ice in all forms.

Tarly gaped.

It mentions him by name! Wait—assisting with mech battles? He can do that?

Diggy turned to Firen and Vasha. “I’d like to spark with both of you please, to corroborate your stories.”

Firen shrugged, causing Vasha to ripple on his shoulder. “Sure, alright.”

“Firen, your memories of the last full belt day should suffice,” said Vasha. “Focus on everything that happened, especially that dying soldier we met. Bring it all to the forefront of your mind and hold it loosely, so to speak, offering it up to Diggy.”

The dragon paused, carefully following Vasha’s instructions. When he was ready, he held out a claw to the queen’s bonded.

A flash swept across his green eyes, and Firen sensed a momentary brush against his mind, but that was all. There was no deep, soulful connection like in his spark with Vasha. It was wholly … transactional. And one-sided, at that. He received no memories whatsoever from the spark, from what he could tell.

The letdown must have been evident on his face, because Diggy spoke up. “Ah, I see from your memories this is only your third time sparking. Allow me to explain. This was a one-way spark, from you to me, since the burden of proof resides with yourselves. It’s a common protocol.”

“Oh,” said Firen, still disappointed.

“Your memories of the previous spark show an uncommon level of intimacy. That is because you have soul parity with your sprite, but not myself.”

Soul parity?

“Vasha’s not my sprite,” said Firen, glancing at her. “Although, I’d be lucky to have her, of course!” He felt a sudden, unexplainable heat in his cheeks and clasped the back of his neck.

“I would be lucky to have you also, Firen Blazerunner,” said Vasha meaningfully.

The color of Diggy’s flame abruptly changed to a weaker hue. “Almighty blazes,” said the indigo. “Your recent memories contain harrowing scenes indeed.”

“Oh, that’s nothing,” said Vasha. “I’ll give you the full story. Prepare yourself.”

She floated forward and the two sprites connected their flames with a small flash.

The remaining color fled from Diggy’s hue.

“Your Majesty, you have to see this! We must alert the empress!” he shouted, jetting to the queen’s shoulder while enlarging to his previous size.

Diggy hurriedly sparked with his bonded queen, whose sharp intake of breath echoed throughout the chamber. The great dragon’s eyes were wide with horror, like glassy green lakes roiling with silt.

After several seconds, the deluge of memories ebbed and the queen’s eyes cleared, leaving behind an expression devastated by pain, terror, and rage.

Queen Remy released a shudder along her spine that caused the throne to quake. She took a single intentional swallow, narrowed her eyes, and activated an intercom panel atop the throne’s arm. Her proclamation came forth bold and commanding.

“THIS IS THE QUEEN. ALL FLOORS ASSUME THREAT LEVEL ORANGE. ALL EXTERNAL PATROLS RETURN IMMEDIATELY AND SEAL ALL EXITS. ROYAL GUARD AND HIVE COUNCIL, TO ME.”

The colossal monarch nodded to herself with a grim frown. She absently glanced to the side, blinking when she saw her guests. Her jaws pulled into an embarrassed smile.

“I DO APOLOGIZE. THAT SPARK WAS SOMEWHAT DISORIENTING, AND I FORGOT YOU WERE HERE! BUT MY, WHAT A DAY YOU’VE HAD. OH, WHERE ARE MY MANNERS?”

The queen leaped from the throne, beating her gargantuan wings as she descended to them. Firen jerked back in shock, thinking she was about to squash them all, but instead, her body shrank in size. By the time she landed in front of them, she was merely huge, about five times Firen’s length.

“Wow, you’re amazing!” said Tarly, clamping a claw over her mouth for fear she’d overspoken.

But Tarly didn’t have to worry because Queen Remy reveled in the compliment, beaming with pride. “Thank you! I do so enjoy seeing the look on visitors’ faces when I get to demonstrate my skills with flourish! It happens so rarely these days. More importantly, perhaps: Are you hungry?”

Firen’s stomach rumbled at the mere suggestion of food. It was then he realized he still hadn’t eaten since his heartfire awakened. With the stress from the murder charge and the excitement of seeing the hive ship’s various floors, his body had been running on adrenaline and little else.

“That would be wonderful, Your Majesty,” he said, ducking his head.

“Yes, yes, food is wonderful,” said Keemee impatiently. “But, with the utmost respect, Your Majesty—what about The Reek? What are you going to do?”

Before the queen could respond, a dozen elite soldiers burst into the throne room and began marching to the queen. Glistening scale armor covered their bodies, all the way up to their solemn expressions. Their echoing stomps threatened to drown out her response until she raised her voice to a hearty bellow.

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re going to war.”

Keemee was speechless for once, and Vasha’s flame mellowed into a gentler blue.

Now we’re getting somewhere.

“I applaud you for taking this threat seriously, Your Majesty,” said Vasha. “Please let us know if there is anything we can do to help.”

The giant dragon waved a claw. “Oh, I’m sure there will be a great many things we’ll ask of you soon. The fact that an entire nation of your people is arriving will upend the sprite registration system, for one thing. A disruption that is long overdue. You’ll understand once you learn more about it. In the meantime, please take advantage of our hospitality and rest up for a few hours.”

The queen turned to the adjudicator.

“Harding, based on the memories of these two—which were corroborated, I might add—you have quite the poor impression to make up for. As such, please take it upon yourself to guide our most esteemed allies to the guest suites, where they will be staying with us at their leisure.”

Adjudicator Harding glanced up to catch the queen’s piercing gaze. “Of course, of course, Your Majesty! I will ensure the system’s finest delicacies are at their beck and call!”

If lizards could sweat, Harding’s scales would be dripping buckets.

Firen huffed, taking no small pleasure in the dragon’s discomfort. But Vasha played the ambassador role perfectly and was quick to make amends.

“A mere misunderstanding, I’m sure,” she said, fueling her flame higher. “To be fair, the adjudicator has never shown anything but the most sincere concern for Your Majesty’s welfare. I will not begrudge him that. We are outsiders, after all.”

“One final request, if I may?” asked the queen. “Ambassador Vasha, please take it upon yourself to spark with as many dragons as possible during your stay. I believe it would be most helpful, expediting our collective cause, don’t you agree?”

The queen gave yet another pointed look at the adjudicator’s bowed head.

Harding needs to know about The Reek.

Vasha dipped her flame in a graceful bow from Firen’s shoulder. “An excellent idea, Your Majesty.”

The sprite was baffled about the hesitation around sparking in this system, especially since the custom was as common as fire itself among her people. But it seemed like the queen had granted her a significant concession of some kind.

So, on a whim, Vasha said, “Thank you for entrusting that privilege to me. As we say among my people: my knowledge, your knowledge.”

“Quite,” said the queen simply. She made a motion as if to dip her head in Vasha’s direction but never quite went through with it, for propriety’s sake.

With the monarch’s dismissal clear, her audience bowed again and began their lengthy withdrawal from the immense chamber.

When they finally crossed the threshold to exit the room, a single thought consumed Firen’s mind.

I’m starving.


CHAPTER 16
SHESSAR: TIKES



“The rocklings are stirred up somethin’ fierce today,” said the grizzled farming dragon, gripping a floor foothold and settling down for lunch with his coupled female. “Darken says he thinks mebbe there’s an ether storm brewin’, but there ain’t nuthin’ on the forecast. Not fer this whole side o’ Tikes!”

His wife scooped a spiral shell into their ether oven, withdrew it packed with steaming rockling meat, and tossed it into a gentle float toward the old farmer. He plucked it from its off-kilter path and took a hearty slurp of its contents.

“Aww, that’s grand. Summa yer best cookin’ yet, right ‘ere!”

She drifted to her mate’s side with fluttering wings, then leaned over him to kiss his thorny crown. “I used those ‘erbs I been marinatin’ in sawkin milk. There’s nightberry bark, too, when you’re dun with tha’.”

“I swears by tha ‘eavens above, yer the best thing tha’ evah happened to this ‘ole dragon!”

The farmer reached out and wrapped his forelimb around her torso, drawing her near so he could sneak a kiss onto her neck.

His mate flushed and smacked his claws away.

“Tha’s yer stomach talkin’.”

“Naw, I swears ‘tis true! Before you, I bin nuthin’ but⁠—”

BANG.

They fell silent, tilting their heads to the hollow’s entrance. “Wha’s that?” asked the female with a crumpled brow.

“Aw, prob’ly nuthin. Jus’ the winds pickin up⁠—”

BANG, BANG.

She turned to him with a quizzical look. “Sounds like tha shed door again ta me. Ya think Darken left it open again?”

The old farmer sighed and shook his head. “Well, I’d best be checkin’ on it,” he said, kicking off from the ground. “I s’pose with the rocklins actin’ up, could be all kinds o’ trouble.”

“I’ll heat y’up some nightberry in tha meantime. Hurry back, lovey.”

The male dragon paused by the hollow’s exit, giving her a quick wink and a sly grin. “Oh, I mean to.”

The genial farmer navigated their serpentine hollow, exiting in a field of moongrass that flowed in rippling bands for miles in every direction. He glanced up to check on his storage rock: a smaller, hollowed-out asteroid, about thirty wings across, that bobbed in the sky and was tethered to the ground nearby. The steel door to the rock was hanging wide open. As he watched, a breeze brushed against the door, slamming it shut before it sprang open again.

BANG.

Dammit, she was right. I’m gonna skin Darken’s hide!

He pushed off from the ground, his talons leaving deep ruts in the rich, loamy soil. Halfway to the shed, he clasped the chain tether in one claw to guide himself along.

He was about to swing the door closed when he heard a distant clicking sound from inside the rock.

The dragon stuck his head inside. “Darken? You in ‘ere?”

The clicking was definitely louder here, and the farmer shunted inside, diving into the rock’s gloomy depths.

He floated past the silent silhouettes of farming equipment and old mech parts, all tethered to the walls in organized sections.

When he rounded a corner to where the feed bags were stored, there was Darken, facedown against the wall in a sleeping position.

“Darken, there ya are, ya lazy git! Can’ believe I caught ya lit’rally sleepin’ on tha job!”

The back of the dragon appeared to be shivering, but he didn’t respond.

“Darken?”

The farmer drifted closer and tugged on the dragon’s foreshoulder, pulling his body back to see his face.

The farmhand’s eyes were locked open in an unblinking stare, and his face was covered in gray fuzz. His claws were shaking violently, causing his talons to click loudly together.

“Wha’s happened ta you?” The farmer turned his face to the door. “GET A DOCTA, QUICK!” He raised a claw to feel Darken’s crown. “Tooth ‘n claw, son, yer as cold as ice! Let’s get you out of ‘ere.”

He lifted the quivering dragon from the wall and pushed him into a gentle glide toward the door. The farmer followed behind, guiding the dragon’s rigid body with slight adjustments, the two of them drifting through the gloom.

When they were within ten wings of the door, a towering shadow came out of the darkness to expose its profile in the doorway’s light. The figure had the head of a female dragon and the body of a rockling heifer, connected via a motile necklace of thin gray spores. The same fuzz present on Darken’s face covered the creature’s lower body.

“Aww, leaving so soon?” said the creature’s dry, raspy voice. “I was hoping we could get better acquainted.”

“W-what are y-you?”

The monstrosity leaned forward to peer into his bulging eyes.

“Hungry.”

A deluge of gray spores erupted from its jaws and raced into the farmer’s mouth, sweeping into his throat and flooding his lungs.

He never had the chance to scream.


CHAPTER 17
SOUL CONNECTIONS



“Another round for our guests!” said Adjudicator Harding, waving his claw to the waitstaff hovering nearby.

“Oh, thank you so much, Adjudicator, but this final shellful is about to end me,” said Firen. His opinion of the dragon had greatly improved now that his stomach was filled.

Firen stared at his spiral shell loaded chock-full of strange delicacies. The diced orange talamooken he had heard of before but never tasted until now. It was definitely his favorite, possessing the faintest aroma of fresh ether blowing over roasted rockling carcass.

The patta-patta, as Harding called it, was an entirely new experience, tasting something like cavefruit and the curdled milk from a phantom ghast in the outer reaches. Their host reassured Firen it wouldn’t cause his torso to dissolve straight off his ribs like a phantom ghast would in person. Regardless, Firen hated it and struggled to stomach more than an initial sip of the stuff. The texture was so alien to his forked tongue that he almost gagged aloud.

The rest of the meats, however, were cooked to perfection. Firen barely remembered what they were before they were down his gullet and he was on to the next.

For the food being so different, the furnishings were remarkably familiar—a sea of leather cushions in various shapes and sizes, covering every spare wing of space, from floor to ceiling. Firen was currently settled on a luxurious cushion next to a bowl of flavored ice that he swept up by the clawful to melt in his mouth.

I could get used to this.

“And how do you like your bubble-flame tea?” asked Harding of the sprites.

Keemee flickered excitedly. “I love it! I still don’t know what these little square things are⁠—”

“Magma cubes,” said Harding. “Imported at great expense from the volcanic pools on the inner belt.”

“Well, they are amazing,” said Keemee.

The adjudicator smiled. “They’re Diggy’s favorite, too.”

“You’ve been very kind,” said Vasha. “Speaking for myself, I’d like to make it clear that your earlier actions—although fundamentally despicable and abhorrent on every level—are forgiven.”

Harding grimaced but nodded, staring at the floor. After taking a deep sigh, he looked around with a hopeful gaze and received grim nods from the others.

“With what is at stake, we don’t have time to play political games,” said Vasha. “We are allies, as the queen herself said. The Reek is a mortal threat to this system, and we must work together to survive. Which brings me to the final request the queen asked of me.”

Harding gulped. “Sparking.” His eyes were wide with fear, and his limbs began to tremble. “Tell me the truth: Does it hurt as bad as the nobles say?”

“What?” said Keemee. “No! Why would it?”

“I’ve only been present during one bonding ceremony,” said Harding. “The pain was debilitating for both parties.”

“That makes no sense,” said Keemee. “Besides, bonding is totally different from a common spark.”

“Wait,” said Vasha. “What kind of bonding are you talking about?”

“It was very typical, from what I understand,” said the dragon. “A rich noble from the magic academy bought a sprite from the creature auction on the inner belt. When he tried to bond with it, the process almost killed them both.”

Vasha’s flame flickered wildly and blazed through a multitude of hues. “What do you mean he ‘bought’ a sprite?”

“Great,” said Keemee. “The one system out of a thousand we decide to stop at and it’s a slave system.”

The adjudicator said nothing for several seconds and Vasha’s flame stilled, the puzzle pieces in her thoughts falling into place. “Harding, I’m only going to ask you this once. Was Diggy’s soul-bonding consensual? Or was it forced?”

“I-I don’t know for certain. It happened long before I was born. But I did hear there was great pain involved.”

“Hmm,” said Vasha. “That doesn’t mean the bonding was without Diggy’s consent. It simply means they didn’t have natural soul parity but bonded anyway.”

Harding’s face took on a desperate look. “Please, Ambassador Vasha, don’t judge the queen too harshly. She is a good and kind leader. I’m sure she would do something about the sprite registration system if she could, but it’s just the way things are here. That’s what she was alluding to in the throne room—the arrival of so many of your kind will force a change that’s long overdue. Your interests are in close alignment with hers.”

“What if someone were to bring about change, but their interests didn’t align with hers?” asked Firen.

Harding shuffled nervously, biting at the talon on one of his wing thumbs. “Well, she did eat someone once.”

“Ha!” said Keemee. “Now that is awesome.”

Vasha sighed. “Diggy didn’t seem to be under any duress, and the queen does seem sympathetic to our cause. That will have to be good enough, I suppose. I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt. For now.”

“But I still don’t understand,” said Tarly. “Why don’t the sprites make the match themselves? Why do they have to be forced?”

Harding shook his head. “There aren’t enough sprites to go around. The chances are already slim to none that their souls will be compatible. So the nobles ignore that fact and force the bond regardless.” The adjudicator stopped and scratched his crown with a long talon. “Well, that’s not technically true. Sometimes, the sprites truly desire the bond too, even if there’s low soul-parity with the dragon.”

“I’ve known plenty of sprites like that,” said Keemee. “So desperate they’ll do anything for a bond.”

The room fell silent, and all eyes turned to stare at him. “What? That’s not me! NO, not at all. No desperation here, I swear it! Why, I could keep-on keepin-on till the heat death of the universe and be just fine. I’m still waiting for my perfect someone, you know?”

The silence lingered.

“Excuse me while I go cry in a corner,” said Keemee.

Harding coughed quietly into a fist. “Anyway, as far as I know, not a single sprite bond in the system has high soul parity. The chances are simply too remote.”

“Wait, how many sprites are we talking about?” asked Vasha. “How many are in all of Sardis?”

“Thirty-two,” said Harding. “All are registered and closely monitored. Mostly to protect them from theft.”

Keemee snorted. “To stop them escaping, more like. What colors are they?”

“They’re all yellows, except for five indigos, like Queen Remy’s. Well, then there’s the empress: she has an orange. It’s the only one in the system.”

“Hmm, at least that part makes sense,” said Vasha.

Tarly raised a tentative talon. “Sorry, I still don’t get it.”

“Yellows are the most common sprite variety,” said Keemee. “Their specialty is speed. Combined with the magic of ether, they can overcome many of the universe’s limits on velocity, even approaching light speed. For short bursts and a large ether cost.

“Orange sprites, however, are quite rare,” he said. “Their specialty is rebirth, like how a dying flame can sometimes flare up and burn again if given fresh fuel. It makes sense that the empress would want to bond with that color since she likely wants to preserve her life above all else.”

“That part of my formal title that mentions Riken, the Everlasting Flame?” asked Vasha. “He was an orange.”

“Wow!” said Tarly. She had no idea the world of sprites was so varied. And now she could count two of them as her personal friends!

All this is going in the monster compendium, for sure.

“So if there’s no pain in a proper soul bonding, then what does it feel like?” asked Tarly.

Vasha pivoted her flame to glance at Firen.

“Ecstasy. Like your soul is soaring away from your body and becoming something greater, something more complete than you ever imagined possible.”

Firen looked up to meet Vasha’s gaze and a wave of heat swept across his chest, causing his muscles to shudder.

“Why don’t you two just get on with it?” asked Tarly. “Dad, you haven’t been the same since mom died, and this soul thingy sounds perfect for you. And you both keep making these sly little looks at each other. It’s clear you want to. I’m serious: Just get on with it.”

“Uhhhh,” said Vasha, her flame turning a lighter blue. “We haven’t exactly talked about it.”

Is she embarrassed?

“It’s safe, right?” asked Tarly.

“Yes, it’s perfectly safe,” said Keemee. “They’re being shy. I agree. Please get this over with so we can move on with our desperate, lonely, sad, unfulfilled lives, with no hope of ever finding a compatible soul that⁠—”

“Keemee!” said Vasha.

He flickered and fell silent.

Vasha ambulated her flame to float over to Firen. “Do you want this?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation.

“Then you should know: This is permanent. You can never bond with another sprite as long as we’re both alive. Are you prepared for that kind of commitment?”

“The chances of us meeting were already a billion to one,” said Firen. “I honestly don’t think that’s a concern.”

“You won’t reconsider when millions more sprites arrive?”

Firen paused, seriously considering her words. His mind couldn’t help but return to the intimate feeling of connectedness with Vasha and a smile formed on his jaws. “I’d like to take my chances with you.”

Then his countenance fell. “But what about you? Are you sure you want to bond?”

“Firen, a sprite without a bond is filled with constant longing. We only fully thrive when we’re bonded. Some of our most celebrated philosophers claim it’s the reason we exist. No offense, Keemee.”

The purple sprite sighed. “None taken.”

“That’s not what I meant,” said Firen. “Are you sure you want to bond with me? I’m just a dirty ice miner from a nameless town on the outer belt. I have no money. No future. My home is destroyed. My prospects are non-existent at this point. I’m a nobody. I’m … weak.”

Vasha’s flame burned intently. “Firen, for decades, my task as ambassador was to spark with dragons and direct them to the appropriate resources in our system. After sparking with thousands of starbeasts, I’ve developed an intuition. I know a dragon with a stout heart when I see one.

“You may not be accomplished,” she continued, “but only because you’ve lacked opportunity. Besides, none of those things matter anyway.”

“Tell him, Vasha,” said Keemee. “How many of those thousands of dragons did you have soul parity with?”

“Five. Three of which were total dungbags.”

“They were that bad?” asked Tarly. “For some reason, I assumed the dragons in your old system would be … better? Or maybe I thought the bond would fix them somehow and make them better dragons overall.”

Keemee snorted. “There are good and bad dragons, just like there are good and bad sprites, no matter which system you’re in. During the last war, one of the sprite generals betrayed us all. Some say he killed more sprites than The Reek itself. So please don’t assume we have some special goodness inside, especially as more of us arrive.” The purple sprite darkened and took on a foreboding tone. “An evil sprite bonded with an evil dragon is the most dangerous combination of all.”

“But the best part is, that’s not you, Firen,” said Vasha. “I know it. And you’re certainly not weak. If you were, my blessing wouldn’t have made a difference.”

Firen’s brow pinched. “Your blessing doesn’t work with weak dragons?”

Vasha shook her flame side to side. “It depends on the soul of the dragon I’ve blessed. Sometimes, it has no effect at all. When I previously told you it would increase your power by ten percent, that was an estimate. An optimistic one too, if I’m being honest. But I can already tell my blessing has given you a far greater boost than I expected. Your soul is strong. Incredibly so.”

The she-sprite drifted to Firen’s side and placed her flame gently against his forelimb, causing his heart to pound furiously. “I thought it was obvious. Yes, Firen. I want you.”

Vasha’s flame abruptly floundered, washing out to a weaker hue. “There is one final thing you need to know.”

Firen nodded, sensing her trepidation. “Go on. I can handle it.”

“This bonding … there’s nothing sexual about it, but … it may affect your ability to find a future mate.”

Firen’s gaze didn’t flinch. “How so?”

“This connection is at a soul level. It is so deep, so intimate that it’s common for future mates to harbor intense jealousy of the bond. It may not sound important right now, but believe me, it can ruin a dragon’s chance of coupling. In severe cases, the dragon may not couple ever again. If you wish to proceed, you need to come to terms with that risk.”

Firen caught Tarly’s eye with a sly grin and a wink. “One of her is quite enough. I don’t think I could handle any more.”

“Hey!” said Tarly, balking. “This whole conversation is gross.”

“We’re not just talking about procreation here,” said Vasha.

“That’s right, big boss man. From here on out, your raging libido will be taking a well-earned vacation!”

“What does that mean?” asked Tarly.

Firen grimaced, pointedly ignoring the question. But his jaw was set and his face determined. “I hear what you’re saying, Vasha. But since our first spark, it’s all I can think about. It’s driving me crazy! Coupling is nothing like this. With you, my very soul is satisfied.”

Keemee sighed. “As it should be. You can’t argue with that.”

“Then we won’t delay any longer,” said Vasha, turning her flame to Harding. “Watch closely, Adjudicator. This is the power of a true soul bond.”

She spun around, dove into Firen’s heart, and the room exploded with light.


CHAPTER 18
A POWERFUL BOND



Queen Remy was in a heated debate with the chief of her war council, General Arkan, when it happened—a cascading wave of magic so immense that it shook the crystalline floor.

“What was that?” asked the general, pivoting her head about.

“A soul binding!” blurted Diggy.

“With all due respect, sprite,” said the general, spitting the words between clenched jaws, “that was no mere soul binding. Who do you take us for? We’ve all seen soul bindings before.”

“Not like this,” said Diggy, ignoring the venom behind her words and turning to face the exit. “This was a natural soul bond, exponentially more powerful. Perhaps … those new dragons with the two sprites?”

The general snapped her gaze to the queen. “I didn’t know those sprites were registered.”

The queen’s initial look of concern morphed into a cunning smile. “They aren’t. This is a perfect example of what I’ve been trying to tell you, General. This is how we’re going to defeat the enemy. Or do you require another spark with Diggy to remind you of the threat?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, I mean NO! No, thank you!”
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Firen’s consciousness floated in a sea of ecstasy. The mental projection of his body quaked with roiling power that he desperately tried to contain.

Then, with a flash, he was bobbing in front of a glowing female dragon that stared piercingly into his eyes. Her scales were azure blue, her eyes deepest green, and her form slender.

“I knew your soul was strong,” she said with a teasing smirk.

“Vasha?”

“Are you ready for more?”

“More? Uh, more what, Vasha?”

She arched an eyebrow. “You can still speak, so I’ll take that as a yes.”

Then, her ethereal body plunged into his heart.
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After the fifth wave of intense power swept from Firen’s glowing body, Tarly almost lost consciousness. Her fledgling reserves of ether had been relentlessly shattered, only to be instantly healed by the dynamic throes of magic and shattered all over again. Her chest felt full of fire, but not in a familiar way. Not only was the burning sensation in a different location than her juvenile flamelung, but it also felt good.

Despite being relentlessly battered by her father’s burgeoning power, she was happy, with a broad smile stretched across her face that she couldn’t erase. It was hard to feel otherwise when the ceaseless waves of ether carried an otherworldly joy that eclipsed all else. Yet even beyond that was a swelling pride when she thought of her father.

He bonded with a star sprite!

All told, by the time the blinding light show ended, she was exhausted, barely able to float her limp frame to one of the leather cushions to rest.

Adjudicator Harding was much closer to the initial blast wave and was now plastered firmly against the far wall of the guest hollow, with his eyes rolled back in his head. The gaunt dragon stirred with a groan, took a deep breath, and peeled himself free.

“Stars … above,” he croaked.

Tarly peered over at her father, whose body had finally dimmed from the appearance of raw lightning to a dull glow. He was no longer brown—every scale and speck of skin was now bright blue, from head to tail. He appeared to be sleeping, with the azure glow of his body swelling and dimming as he breathed deep of the ambient ether.

Vasha materialized out of his chest a moment later and gave an experimental twirl. The sprite had grown noticeably brighter.

Tarly’s voice came out in a rasp. “You’re stronger? For some reason, I thought you would have lost power because some had to go to Dad?”

“The whole is greater than the sum of its parts,” said Vasha. “And you’ve overlooked yourself, Tarly. You’ve grown stronger, too,” she said, nodding at her.

Tarly looked down at her chest and gasped at the blazing light peeping between her scales in distinct shafts. “My heartfire! How?!”

“Such is the power of a natural bond,” said Vasha with no small amount of pride.

“This … this changes everything,” said Harding, still collecting himself.

“You mean this, plus the arrival of three million more sprites?” asked Keemee cynically.

“Frankly, yes. The system will be in turmoil! I could see the noble houses on InBelt descending into outright war!”

“Remember the queen’s words?” asked Vasha. “You’re already at war. You just don’t realize it yet. Which reminds me—it’s time to spark.”

Harding exhaled sharply and raised his eyebrows. “I-I’ve barely recovered. If we could wait for a few minutes and⁠—”

“Just do it already,” said Keemee.

Harding gulped and held out a pointed talon, wincing as Vasha drew near.

But rather than sparking with him as Tarly expected, the she-sprite leaped over his outstretched claw to hover right before the trembling dragon’s face.

Then she slapped him.

The dragon’s eyes glassed over, and Vasha turned to address Tarly. Her flame shrugged. “Thought I may as well have a little fun with it. I’ve been dying to slap that smarmy bastard.”

Harding’s gasp rang out a moment later. “We’re all going to die!”

“That’s more like it,” said Keemee. “See? All he needed was a primer on recent events.”

“This invasion … this Reek … we need to get the word out about it,” said Harding.

“Perhaps that’s why the queen asked us to spark with as many dragons as possible,” said Keemee. “Bonehead.”

Harding ignored him and drifted toward Vasha. “And you’re right—it didn’t hurt at all!”

“But why would the nobles spread a lie about it hurting?” asked Tarly.

“Because they don’t trust their sprites,” said Harding without hesitation. “Sprites that are truly forced into a painful bond might be tempted to retaliate against their master, and nobles can’t control the knowledge transferred to another dragon during a spark. The sprite could transmit their darkest secrets within seconds.”

Vasha stilled, pondering the adjudicator’s words.

The queen allowed Diggy to spark with us, even though we were complete strangers. That counts for something.

Harding’s gaze was distant, his mind spinning. “Ambassador Vasha, how many sparks could you perform per belt day, at a guess?”

The blue sprite shrugged, glancing at Firen’s slumbering form. “With regular breaks every few hours where I can regain my strength from Firen’s heartfire, perhaps around a thousand?”

Tarly’s eyes widened.

She regains strength from Dad’s heartfire? So many questions …

Harding slapped his two foreclaws together enthusiastically. “I’ll set up a rotation by floor, starting from the uppermost levels and working down the ship.”

Keemee gave a dramatic sigh. “I should pitch in, too,” he said reluctantly. “How many dragons are you talking about?”

“Fifty thousand.”

“Dayum,” said Keemee. “Can we get some help from Diggy, too?”

“Or simply set up a group spark where we do a thousand dragons at once,” said Vasha. “It requires more ether, and all three of us sprites would have to work together. Plus, we’d have to pare down the memories to the bare essentials. But we could get through fifty thousand in a single day that way.”

“Ugh, this is going to be exhausting,” said Keemee.

“Don’t worry,” said Harding. “I’ll plan it out with Diggy to make the process as efficient as possible.”

A chime rang from the guest suite’s entrance, causing Firen to yawn and stretch his wings wide until they brushed against the suite’s ceiling. The dragon’s previous fatigue fled as fresh energy rushed through his veins. His eyes fluttered open, and Tarly’s breath caught in her throat.

Even his eyes have turned blue!

Three soldiers coasted through the room’s entrance a moment later. The foremost dragon, an elite of the Royal Guard and a female of formidable presence, saluted the adjudicator with a fist against her shoulder.

Firen tensed at the guard’s advance, wondering if they were about to be arrested on another trumped-up charge. Before he realized what he was doing, he’d subconsciously drifted closer, putting himself between the newcomers and Tarly.

“Forgive the intrusion,” said the elite, addressing Harding. “The queen sensed the, ah … magical disruption and sent us to check on your welfare.”

The tension in Firen’s shoulders evaporated.

There are only three of them. She’s telling the truth.

When the royal guard turned to Firen, her brow rose when she saw his new bright blue color. “Sir, my name is Elite Bikka. The queen mentioned Sergeant Narx has requested your presence on the combat training level.” She arched an eyebrow. “Word around the hive is you’re quite nimble on your feet, sir. If I know the sergeant, he’s looking to recruit you or put you to work. The queen wanted to clarify that this is a request, not a command. If you feel the slightest urge to decline, please do so.”

Firen peered back at Tarly and Vasha with a frown, then shrugged.

“I’d like to see their combat training,” said Keemee.

“Likewise,” said Vasha, leaping to the shoulder of her newly bonded. She lowered her voice to whisper into Firen’s ear. “I have memories of some powerful combat techniques I can share with you if it comes to that.”

“I want to come!” said Tarly, springing from her cushion and floating across the room. “Oh, and one last thing before we go!”

Tarly removed the monster compendium from her satchel and aimed it at her father. A moment later, it displayed a new data sheet:

EXTREMELY RARE DRAGON - UNKNOWN VARIANT

Power Level: Unknown

Threat Level: Unknown

Abilities: None detected

Appearance: Azure

Description: Extremely rare dragon variant. Unknown system origin. This individual appears to be in the 98th percentile for strength and agility based on the Sardis System average.

Traits: Awakened heartfire with an active sprite bonding of unknown variant (azure) detected. Bonding appears to be of unusually high soul parity that far exceeds the norm.

Warning: This individual has significantly diverged from Sardis’ baseline records. The information presented here should not be considered accurate.

“Hmph,” said Firen, unimpressed. “That scanner mode is very helpful, until it’s not. There’s nothing there we don’t already know. Except perhaps that the bonding overwrote Vasha’s blessing. I was hoping to keep that boost.”

Vasha laughed, and the sound of a crackling fire filled the room. “I can’t give you one hundred and ten percent of myself. The bond already gave you access to all my power. Isn’t my entire soul enough?”

Firen shamefully ducked his head and nuzzled his snout at her. “Of course it is. I-I’m sorry. I’m an idiot.”

“I’ll see if I can update it with more stuff later,” said Tarly. “Maybe I can add your name in there like Diggy’s entry!” Despite the disappointing lack of new information, she smiled as she saved the data sheet as an official entry.

An unknown variant! My dad is so awesome.

Firen felt Elite Bikka’s breath on his shoulder and he spun around to catch the dragon craning her neck to spy upon the data sheet.

The soldier snapped into an awkward salute, sculling her wings to back away. “Oh, erm, looks like we should get going, sir!”

Firen nodded. “Lead the way.” He held up a fist, admiring the blue veins pulsing through his forelimb. “I need to learn how to use this power.”

To keep Tarly safe.


CHAPTER 19
THE COMBAT FLOOR



Elite Bikka was on her way to the nearest speed shaft when Tarly adamantly objected. Firen offered to carry Tarly down the shaft again, but then the elite objected. She hadn’t seen what Firen was capable of, and when they told her, she didn’t seem to believe them.

In the end, they compromised by taking the long way down, diverting through a circuitous route that tripled their journey’s length. When they finally arrived at the first combat level on floor twenty, Bikka was desperate to return to the war council.

The training gym’s entrance was little more than a darkened tunnel lit dimly by the ever-present dragoncoal lamps and doused in the musty scent of worn combat leathers. Elite Bikka wasted no time handing them off to a lean-muscled female guard with the barest of introductions.

“This is the one Narx asked for,” she said simply, then gave a smart salute and dashed away, her subordinates hurrying after her.

The guard wore a combat uniform made of monster leather and a frown made of steel. She appraised Firen with a curled lip and a look steeped in condescension, jerking her chin over her shoulder. “Follow me. The sergeant’s expecting you.”

She led them into a sparsely furnished side hollow where the sergeant was chatting with Gren, the elderly female medic they’d met in the speed shaft. She was still dressed in what Firen now recognized as the medic uniform—a clean white satchel strapped over all four shoulders, loaded to the brim with supplies.

“Ah, here’s the very dragon in the flesh,” said Narx, turning to Firen with a half-smile. His brow raised. “Damn, son, when d’you go changing color?”

Firen looked abashed. Not knowing exactly how to respond to a military figure he barely knew, he resorted to his default: a noncommittal shrug.

“Nice to see you got my message,” said the sergeant. “I heard about the charges being dropped. I’m not surprised, but still glad to hear it.” He raised a talon and scratched his jaw, cocking an eye at him. “Any chance you’d consider signing up with one of our combat leagues? Your speed is outstanding, and we can always use more promising cadets.”

The sergeant’s eyes twinkled at his own proposition.

“I don’t have any combat experience, sir. But I’m willing to help wherever I can in the upcoming war.”

The sergeant raised his brow again. “Upcoming war? I guess that’s what the queen’s announcement was about earlier. But hot blazes, son, don’t go blabbing that around until it’s official. You’re likely to cause a panic and get good dragons killed.” The sergeant shook his head in disbelief, then pinned Firen with an intense gaze. “Lemme guess, this war is with the Brightscar faction, am I right?”

Vasha glided from Firen’s shoulder. “The queen requested I spark with as many dragons as possible to communicate the cause. May I spark with you?”

The sergeant scurried back a step, backpedaling with his wings. Then he swallowed. “I … uh, I … if it’s the queen’s command, then of course, only⁠—”

“Thank you,” said Vasha, leaping forward and connecting her flame with the snout of the panicked soldier.

The sergeant’s words locked in his throat as his eyes glazed. A few heartbeats later, his gaze refocused and he blinked away the fog.

The dragon’s wings fluttered and he slumped to the floor, stunned by the horrors confronting his mind. Gren was instantly at his side, scanning him with what looked like a handheld version of Tarly’s obelisk. A frown pulled on her jaws.

“I’m not detecting any mental damage,” said Gren. “Surprisingly, your pain receptors haven’t spiked, either.”

“That’s a common misconception about sparking with sprites,” said Vasha.

“You mean it’s a lie spread by the nobles to protect their secrets!” said Tarly with startling passion.

Firen almost admonished her lack of tact, then reconsidered.

It’s an entrenched lie here. Maybe a passionate voice is the right approach?

“By the stars above,” said the sergeant quietly. “Do we even stand a chance?”

Firen reached down with a claw and clasped the dragon’s forearm in his, raising him easily to his feet in the weightlessness of space. “Yes. We can make a difference,” said Firen. “Especially with our mechs. These spores are weak to fire, and we’ll exploit that. Even if we have to set the entire system ablaze.”

With his forearm still clasped, the sergeant locked eyes with Firen. The deep well of strength he found there seeped into his soul, bolstering his will. The sergeant raised his chin with sudden defiance and flung his shoulders back.

“Aye. We’ll take the fight to the edge of hell and back.” Then he swung his head around to the elderly medic. “You’re up.”

“Oh, it’s quite unnecessary⁠—”

Vasha slapped Gren’s arm before she could escape, and the dragon lapsed into silence with boggled eyes.

Sergeant Narx didn’t wait for the medic’s recovery. “We need to get you signed up. Now.” Then he paused, examining Vasha and Keemee with a new appreciation. “If millions of sprites are arriving soon like the spark showed, what are the chances I could get one?”

“You shared memories of the sprites that are coming?” asked Firen, astonished.

Vasha rolled her flame in the approximation of a shrug. “It seemed pertinent. The queen’s request didn’t preclude it.” Then she pivoted her flame to the sergeant. “To answer your question, Sergeant, the chances are good. Only be warned: Never force a bond with an unwilling sprite. And the bond must be compatible and have high soul parity. Only then can you unlock its full power, as Firen and I have done.”

Narx grunted, then turned to the wide-eyed medic coming out of her fog. Her jaws were opening and closing wordlessly when he gently patted her foreshoulder. It took her several seconds before she acknowledged him, but the sergeant waited patiently, knowing full well what she had endured.

“T-There truly is no substitute for that experience,” she said, raising a trembling claw to wipe a tear from her eye. “Those are haunting images indeed.”

Narx gave her a rueful smile. “Now, let’s get this dragon’s baseline scanned so we can get him signed up.”

Gren pulled out her handheld obelisk, scanned Firen and abruptly frowned. “Ah, we may have a problem.”

“Let me guess,” said Tarly. “It says a bunch of things about him being an unknown thing?” She patted the obelisk slung at her side and smirked.

“Precisely,” said the medic with an approving nod.

The sergeant let out a long breath between pursed lips. “We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way, then. Take him through the strength and speed tests in the fourth quadrant. I’ll go rally some opponents for the battle test so we can gauge his combat abilities.”

“Remember, I have zero combat experience,” said Firen, trepidation evident in his features. “Please go easy on me.”

Narx grunted, then ducked into the hollow’s side exit.

“Please follow me,” said Gren, leading them back to the gym’s entrance where they took a right turn into a much larger tunnel.

They soon entered a massive cavern that stretched the entire length of the twentieth floor, abutted by the emerald boundaries of the ship’s outer hull. The space was twenty wings tall and brightly lit by evenly-spaced glowing crystals. It was filled with a honeycomb pattern of six-sided hexagonal rooms whose dividing walls reached from floor to ceiling and connected to neighboring cells in various arrangements. The translucent walls of each honeycomb cell allowed Firen to observe its occupants, and he was enthralled by what he saw. The strange cells were occupied by various combatants engaging in fierce battles. They threw everything they had at each other: from magical explosions hurled by spell-slingers, to glowing projectiles shot from rune-etched machines, to whirlwinds of blades employed by more mundane weapon masters.

The cavern’s ether carried the acrid taint of chemical smoke, spent gunpowder, and spilled dragonblood. The sound of it all should have been deafening, but each cell’s walls must have possessed an impressive dampening effect. All Firen heard from the outside looking in was a series of muted thuds and dull roars.

When considered as a whole, the chamber was utter mayhem, parceled out in discretely defined containers.

Gren didn’t say a word, guiding them past the eruptions of light and flame as if they were the most normal thing in the world. She faithfully navigated the maze of honeycomb cells with the casual disregard earned from years of repetition. Their winding route descended deeper into the chamber, where there were more vacant cells, and the deadened explosions faded away completely.

They eventually arrived at a series of six interconnected cells that formed a long, empty room. The medic turned to Tarly. “You can watch right here with the purple sprite, dearie. Presumptive Cadet Blazerunner, please step inside with your blue sprite … Vasha, was it?”

Firen nodded, then swung his head on a pivot, examining the green cell wall from various angles and seeing nothing. “Uh, how do I get in?”

“I keep forgetting that you’re outsiders. Simply hold your palm against the wall and mentally express your intent to enter. The battle cell will do the rest.”

Firen did as he was told and the emerald wall eroded into nothingness, starting at the point of his contact and stretching out to a two-wing radius. His face lit up in wonder. It was as if the crystal was ungrowing, dissolving away with a torn, ragged edge that flared with light as its ether was reabsorbed.

Incredible.

The medic followed him inside, then turned around for Tarly to hear her instruction. “To close the hole you’ve created, place your palm on an adjacent area and express your intent for it to close. The crystal will interpret the command by sealing the hole. Go ahead and try it.”

“Wait!” said Tarly. “Please, can I try?”

“Yes, of course, dearie. Go ahead.”

Tarly placed her claw beside the ragged opening and concentrated, cracking an eye when the wall began to seal itself closed.

“YES!” said Tarly, raising her claw aloft. “I’m amazing!”

“Does it work for sprites, too?” asked Keemee from her shoulder.

The medic gave them a confused look, pointing a talon to her recessed ear cavity and shaking her head. She pressed a claw against the translucent wall, spreading the soft skin of her footpads into a pudgy blossom. A second later, slim holes appeared in the wall’s surface, allowing her voice to penetrate. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear that. But see what I did? I expressed my intent to hear you and the crystal reacted appropriately. It’s quite versatile. Anyway, would you mind repeating your question?”

“Extraordinary,” said Vasha. “The hive ships in our system didn’t have anything like this.”

Gren shrugged. “It’s not a closely guarded secret. We have a crystal elemental on the uppermost floor—level one, right above the queen’s quarters. She can manipulate any crystal material you see on the entire ship at will. In return, we provide her with protection and ongoing maintenance, among a great many other services.” The medic paused, tapping a talon against her lip. “I believe all the hive ships in Sardis have similar agreements with their own crystal elementals. I’m not sure how a hive ship could operate without one.”

“Fascinating,” said Vasha. “The hive ships from my system were made from a steel alloy that was prohibitively expensive at scale. It resulted in paltry designs compared to yours, nowhere near as versatile. You’re lucky to have these elementals as allies.”

Gren nodded. “When a deep space expedition discovered them eons ago, it was a pivotal moment in our system’s history.”

“Can sprites interact with the wall, too?” asked Keemee again.

The medic opened her mouth, then scrunched her brow and closed it with a clop. “Hmm. To tell you the truth, I have no idea. The only sprite on board is Diggy, the queen’s bonded. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him on the combat levels before.”

“Oh, please let me try! Please!” said Keemee, excitedly bobbing up and down.

“It can’t hurt anything,” said Gren easily. “Go right ahead.”

Keemee wasted no time floating forward and pressing his flame against the crystal, sending it happy thoughts as forcefully as possible.

When the surface began to swell into a bulbous emerald glob, Keemee absently realized he was supposed to be opening a door of some kind.

Gren panicked. “STOP! I don’t know what you’re doing, but stop it!”

“Hmm?” said the sprite sleepily, raising his flame from the sudden wall growth with an annoying disregard for urgency.

An enormous emerald face formed on the wall in sharp bas-relief. It was as tall as Firen and distinctly female, with angular cheekbones and a crown of rigid, crystalline spikes. Unlike a dragon’s profile, however, the snout of this face was smushed into a protrusion that barely extended from its cheeks. It was one of the strangest faces Keemee had ever seen.

It turned to peer down at his flame, which was rapidly cycling through various shades of purple.

“Hello, little sprite. You called?”

Tarly’s jaw dropped.

“Wow, I can’t believe it!” said Keemee. “I created a whole face!”


CHAPTER 20
CRYSTAL INTERFACE



The giant crystal face pitched back and laughed aloud, creating a sound like tinkling glass.

Firen was furiously trying to get Keemee’s attention, waving around with his jaws mouthing words while Vasha flashed. Unfortunately, the crystal elemental’s visage had plugged the previous holes in the wall, silencing their shouts.

It was all the more reason for Keemee to blissfully ignore them. He twirled in place, unashamedly pleased with himself.

I summoned the ship’s elemental!

Then he stilled, unsure of what to say next.

“So, uhh, Great Elemental, thanks for responding. I’m Keemee, and this is Tarly. I was just sending you happy thoughts, and uh, I guess I wanted to say … thanks! Yeah, thanks for all the uh, amazing work you’re doing. Keep up the good work!”

That was my worst intro ever.

Keemee twirled again, flaring brightly in hopes it would distract from his bumbling.

If I flash enough, maybe she’ll forget what I said.

The giant head cracked a wide smile. “Your thanks is well received, little sprite. You are the only sentient being to thank me in ninety-two inner belt days.”

“That seems like a very long time,” said Tarly. “I’m surprised you don’t get, like, way more thanks than that.”

The head tilted downward, pondering.

“I must admit, it is a perpetual quandary. Some days, I spend over thirty-two percent of my mental cycles considering this precise dilemma.”

“Oof, that’s far too much!” said Keemee. “Sounds like dragons around here are starting to take you for granted. Ooh, ooh, I know! You should stop working so hard! Let some systems fall idle for a while. Nothing too dangerous, y’know, just something to get folks’ attention. Then when a bunch of them start complaining—WHAM—you turn everything back on and they love you for it!”

“Hmm. That is a most unorthodox solution. In the past, such strategies have rarely worked out as planned. Nevertheless, it is an easy hypothesis to test.” The face tilted cocked to the side, smiling as she cemented her decision. “I will assign it the appropriate resources for an adequate trial. Thank you for the suggestion.”

“Great!” said Keemee. “Where do you live around here? I bet you have a huge crystal palace with diamond servants and you eat bowls of sapphires and crazy stuff like that.”

The face broke into genuine laughter, creating another peculiar sound resembling crystal shards tumbling against each other. “Not quite, dear sprite. I live on the very top floor, even above the queen’s quarters. Floor number one. The ship’s ether converters are located there, so they can tame the wild magic absorbed through the collector at the apex of the ship and distribute it among the various floors.”

Tarly pinched her brow and tilted her head to the side. “That’s interesting. I’ve lived on OutBelt my whole life and we never had any kind of ether converters. Isn’t the ether fine the way it is? What do they do?”

“Well, first of all, they help all our farming floors bring in a bumper crop every season. Second, they keep every dragon’s heartfire burning optimally.”

“Ah, so that’s why so many dragons here can fly,” said Tarly. “Dad’s been wondering—wait—are you saying everyone here has an awakened heartfire?”

The hulking face nodded, giving them a crystalline grin that sparkled in the dim light. “With the exceptional quality of ether I provide, every dragon’s heartfire spontaneously ignites when they’re about five years old.”

“That’s not fair,” said Tarly. “On OutBelt, a lit heartfire is so rare that most people have never seen one in their entire lives. It makes it, like, super dangerous during the stormy season because nobody there can fly.”

She thought back to how difficult it was to get around safely on Narmoroth, especially during the raging ether storms. Space weather was no joke. They lost countless dragons every year to the wild currents that ruled the sky. If everyone on OutBelt had an awakened heartfire and could fly, it would mean tens of thousands of lives saved across the entire belt.

“That is indeed tragic, young Tarly. Unfortunately, ether converters require an experienced elemental such as myself to maintain. I literally eat the impurities that cause wild ether to be, well, wild. It is not a scalable solution to provide for an entire asteroid belt, let alone the outermost one.”

Tarly fell silent with her thoughtful gaze tilted to the floor.

“That’s impressive that you eat wild ether,” said Keemee. “What happens to the ether after that?”

“Well, I excrete it in a much milder form that is more readily absorbed into the bloodstream of dragons, and⁠—”

“Wait, you excrete it?” asked Tarly. “You mean like dung?”

The enormous face looked slightly annoyed at the interruption. “That’s an oversimplification of the complex biological processes going on. Different organisms excrete their waste in different ways. Why, dragons alone have over eight forms of excretion, from gasses in your breath⁠—”

“Sounds like dung to me,” said Keemee. He turned to Tarly and leaned in close. “She’s making excuses. It’s gotta be dung.”

The crystal face huffed and rolled her eyes. “I’m a crystal. I don’t do that.”

Tarly snorted, grinning like the ten-year-old she was. Keemee wasn’t helping either as he crackled with mirth alongside her.

This elemental couldn’t spot a joke if it hit her in the face.

“Hey, could we come visit you sometime?” asked Keemee.

The face blinked and froze, suffering some mild whiplash at the abrupt change of topic. “No one has seen fit to visit me in … in … well, a long time.” Her face took on a look of sheer panic as she turned to the side, glancing at something nearby that only she could see. “I-I’d have to clean up around here. Get the cleaning bots in. My, just look at this place! I’ve become a downright SLOB!”

The hulking face began to sob, dripping crystal tears onto the emerald floor, where they were immediately reabsorbed.

Keemee floated up and gently patted her angular cheek with his flame. “Hey, it’s alright, we don’t have to come by and visit you. It’s fine, I get it. I’ve just never met an elemental before. You seemed like you could use a friend.”

“Dear sprite, I would like it very much if you would visit me. I will do something to clean up this place. I swear it, by the Great Crystal’s shine, I will!”

“You never told us your name,” said Tarly.

“Oh. It wouldn’t make sense in the dragon language. However, I’ve observed that saying one’s name during initial introductions yields a significantly higher chance of retaining ongoing relationships. Therefore, I will attempt to pronounce it using phonetic resonance for your convenience.”

Over the next several seconds, a bizarre cacophony of high-pitched tones and squeals assaulted their senses. When the elemental finally finished, Tarly had to shake her head to clear the ringing.

“That was the short version,” said the face.

“You don’t happen to have a nickname, do you?” asked Tarly.

“What sort of name is that?”

“It’s like a pet name,” said Keemee. “You know, like between friends.”

The face’s countenance fell. “No, I have never had such a luxury.”

Hmm. Could we just call her Bigface?

“Alright, alright, I got it,” said Keemee. “How about Esmerelda. It means ‘emerald’ in this ancient lost language I picked up once, see?”

“Too many syllables,” said Tarly.

The face appeared confused. “Oh? It seems a dramatic shortening to me. My true name has hundreds more syllables than that.”

“Nah. It’s gotta be even shorter if it’s a true nickname,” said Tarly. “It’s gotta pass the yell test.”

“Hmm. I’m unfamiliar with such a test, but I wholeheartedly agree with anything that relies on testing and the scientific method. I’ll trust your judgment.”

Tarly’s face lit up. “What about the name Esme?”

“I love it!” said Keemee. He turned his flame and pointedly flickered at the enormous face. “But what do you think? It’s going to be your name, not ours.”

“I … I … that name sounds entirely too short and yet I’m delighted to be graced by your kindness. I accept.”

“Woo hoo!” said Keemee, bobbing with his flame raised high.

Tarly took advantage of the distraction to take a quick scan of Esme with her monster compendium:

RARE CRYSTAL ELEMENTAL - EMERALD

Power Level: Extremely High

Threat Level: None/Ally to Sardis

Abilities: Can directly interface with lower-rated crystalline minerals such as amethyst, quartz, amber, and garnet. Able to manipulate the size, shape, and density of crystals they interface with. Strong polarity alignment with other emeralds. Ability to consume and refine wild ether.

Appearance: Humanoid emerald being with a pure crystalline body.

Description: The hive monarchy has several crystal elementals under contract to manage its fleet of hive ships. The base element of this particular specimen is emerald, possessing a medium rating of hardness, strength, and versatility.

Traits: Weakness to sonic vibration, blunt force trauma.

Tarly hurriedly put the obelisk away, but the astonishment lingered on her features.

Esme is amazing!

Firen finally got Keemee’s attention again. He was pointing a wing at the crystal face and waving his forelimbs wildly.

Keemee’s flame fell limp.

I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean. Oh wait, I know!

“Hey Esme, have you heard about the big trouble coming? The Reek?” he asked.

“Yes, as with all discussions within my bounds, I am fully aware of the queen’s intentions to declare war on this ‘Reek’ you mention.”

“Oh, okay,” said Keemee. He couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. Then he brightened with an idea. “Well, I could show you a bunch of pictures about them. Lots of super vivid details. It would be helpful for doing all kinds of in-depth analysis. What do you think? Wanna spark?”

The oversized face opened its mouth to refuse, then reconsidered. “This is not a sensation I am familiar with. Will it hurt?”

“Why does everyone keep asking that?” asked Keemee. Before the crystal had time to object, he glided over and slapped it straight on the nose.

A tiny spark zipped between them.

Then Keemee’s world fell away into deepest intimacy.


CHAPTER 21
TESTS



Firen debated if Tarly being alone with Keemee was a bad idea. As he peered through the translucent wall, he could see them chatting excitedly with the oversized crystal face that had appeared. He relaxed when the medic assured him they weren’t in any danger. But when Gren explained the crystal face was the ship’s elemental, the tension in his shoulders returned.

Firen watched as the sprite and elemental sparked. It seemed like a good idea. After all, who better to be aware of their cause than the being that managed the entire ship?

“Interesting,” said Vasha, interrupting his thoughts. “That spark was strong indeed.”

Firen squinted. His view was blurred by the slices of moving crystal as the elemental spoke, but he thought he saw Keemee looking dazed.

“What does that mean?” asked Gren.

“Meh. It’s probably nothing,” said Vasha. “But I’ve never seen Keemee this stunned. He’s sparked with thousands of dragons before.”

A few moments later, the green wall peeled back and the crystal face rotated sideways, revealing an excitable Tarly and a notably silent Keemee.

“We saw you waving,” said Tarly. “We’re doing fine out here. Did you need something? You told us to stay outside, so … ”

“It’s no problem,” said Firen, raising his foreclaws. “I freaked out a little when the elemental arrived, but I’m much better now. Nice to meet you, by the way.”

The elemental pivoted to regard him. “Likewise, Firen Blazerunner. I am most eager to see the results of your testing here. I have several conflicting theories about you that I’ve been unable to reconcile. Do you mind if I stay and watch?”

Gren tapped a talon against a tooth. “I thought you could observe everything on the ship remotely?”

“Technically, that’s true.” The elemental shot a glance at Keemee that Firen almost missed. “However, I have a test of my own that I’m running. My theory is that if I want to make more friends, I need to get out more.”

At the mention of making friends, the medic looked positively mystified. “But you’re an elemental. I didn’t think you had friends.”

The crystal face frowned and huffed. “What a rude comment! You couldn’t be more wrong!” Then she raised her chin. “On second thought, we’ll be fine right here, safely protected by the wall. I no longer care about this testing exam!”

She pivoted her crystalline visage to chat more with Keemee and Tarly, slamming the translucent wall shut with a thought.

The medic blinked.

She’s never acted like that before.

Gren shrugged and turned to Firen. “Well, I suppose we’d better get on with it. This way, please.”

They floated to the end of the conjoined battle cells, where a steel basket of unlit dragoncoal was banked on a tripod. She raised her scanning device, using it to point at the basket. “This is the heat test. It’s not complicated. Simply burn those coals with your dragonfire, making them as hot as possible. I’ll be measuring the results here.”

Firen nodded.

That’s easy enough.

He stepped forward, inhaled as deeply as possible, then focused his dragonflame into a tight beam that he let out slowly.

This was a task any ice miner could do blindfolded. The trick of it was to gradually let out your dragonfire in a controlled burn that ramped up over time rather than blasting it all out at once and overtaxing your flamelung.

Firen’s narrow beam of liquid fire splashed against the coals, heating them to a glowing red, orange, and yellow before they turned a blinding white. Gren was wincing with a claw held before her eyes as the heat escalated. Firen’s eyes went wide, but he still had half a lungful left, and he poured his heart into every drop.

It’s never been this bright before.

Just as his reserves emptied, his flame’s blinding light began to turn bright blue, the color of Vasha’s heartflame.

Firen sputtered, then heaved fresh ether into his lungs. “Did you … want me … to only use … one breath?”

Gren’s claw was coming down from her brow where it had shielded her face. She stared at the basket as the blinding light dwindled away, ignoring Firen’s question.

The steel had melted into a pile of molten slag, and rather than a cluster of individual dragoncoals, only a pile of fine black cinders remained.

The medic turned to her scanner and frowned. “The heat signature went literally off the chart. I don’t have a way to measure this.” She reappraised the pile of glowing slag and eventually sighed. “Next, I was going to ask you to work together with your sprite to heat it even further. Then we could register the difference and extrapolate all kinds of interesting facts about your combined makeup.”

Vasha shone with evident pride, but Firen merely winced.

“On to the next,” Gren said tiredly. “This way to the wind tunnel.”

They approached an oversized steel cylinder, several wings in diameter with a protective steel safety mesh secured at its rear. Behind the mesh hung a gleaming propeller, held in place by five narrow bars anchored around the tunnel walls at regular intervals.

“This is the power test. Please step inside and secure yourself to the elasticated safety harness. Once you’re comfortable, please beat your wings as forcefully as possible against the wind turbine at the rear. Take as many wingbeats as you like to get it up to speed. The turbine contains a certain amount of resistance and will measure the power of your wing thrusts. Just make it spin as fast as you can.”

“Got it,” said Firen.

This is kinda fun.

He soon had the harness secured about his torso, its apparent purpose to prevent him from jetting out of the tunnel as he beat his wings.

Without hesitation, he leaped forward and rhythmically flapped his wings, blasting the ether in the room against the propeller. The tether on his harness sprang taut, and he settled into a steady cadence.

“Very good!” shouted Gren above the propeller’s whine.

Firen glanced behind him, then ducked his head low, leaning into his wingbeats with fierce determination. “I can do more!”

He doubled his efforts, and the machine’s whine escalated to a deafening roar. He only made it ten more seconds at that speed, then gave a final blast of his wings before sagging into the harness.

The propeller wound down, and the medic rushed over. “Extraordinary! You were able to breach 87 kilowings of pressure over a normalized surface vector for multiple seconds!”

“What?” said Firen.

“Your volumetric distension crossed the 99th percentile!”

“What?” said Firen.

“Ugh, forget it. All you need to know is that Sergeant Narx will be ecstatic. Don’t unstrap your harness yet. Next is the speed test, which is similar to what you just did, except the opposite.”

Firen tilted his head to the side. “One more time.”

Gren clutched her claw to her face.

“Look, the propeller is going to activate and increase in speed. Keep flying as long as you’re able. When you’re ready to stop, simply give up, and the tether will stop you from splatting against the safety mesh. ”

Firen arched an eyebrow. “That’s reassuring.”

“Don’t worry, it’s completely safe,” said the medic. “Also, as the propeller speed increases, it’s natural that you’ll be sucked further down the tunnel. Make sure to keep your body in front of that red line there. Once you cross that, the test will end, and that will be your official top speed.”

Gren eyed Firen’s heaving chest. “Let me know when you’ve caught your breath and your ether reserves are topped up. Then I’ll activate the turbine.”

Firen nodded and settled into a relaxed pose, breathing deeply. A minute later, he gave the signal.

“Activating now,” said Gren, flipping a series of switches on a control panel.

The propeller started deceptively slowly, causing Firen some bewilderment when he flapped his wings and nearly shot out of the tunnel before his harness caught him.

He didn’t have to worry long, though, because the wind turbine accelerated swiftly.

He kept pace with it for thirty seconds before its speed overwhelmed him and his body trailed backward. As with the speed test, he redoubled his efforts, furiously pounding his wings against the ether.

He lasted five more seconds before losing ground once more. With a roar, he stretched out his long neck and erupted blue fire from his jaws while pouring everything he had into his efforts. Rather than slow his speed, the jet of dragonfire somehow catalyzed his efforts. He bucked his head, and a phantom blue flame swept down his body. He exited the blaze with new power surging in every muscle.

Firen’s body began to glow with a thrumming blue incandescence, and his strength grew further still. The effect was brief before he slumped into an exhausted heap, caught by the safety harness. His limp body was sucked back into the tunnel and he crossed the red line, deactivating the turbine and registering his final speed.

A smirk curled on Gren’s jaws. “Another record!” she said breathlessly. “Your power output is insane! Wait until Narx sees this.”

As if on cue, the sergeant’s voice sounded from the battle cell’s distant wall.

“It wasn’t easy, but I found you a sparring partner. They’re only available for the next half-hour, so let’s get this started.”

Firen clambered loose of the safety harness and floated over, still panting. Every muscle in his body was hot and bothered.

“He needs time to recover,” said Gren. “He shattered the records of all three fitness tests. By my calculations, he spent over a kiloquant of ether on that final test alone.”

The sergeant raised a solitary eyebrow but waved the medic away with a claw. “Sorry, Blazerunner, no time.” He used the thumb on his right wing to point at the end of the conjoined battle cell. “Head to the final segment of the cell there. We’ll seal you inside with the first combatant. Then, you’ll have thirty seconds before the fight begins. Use any means at your disposal to knock your opponent out. Even if that means teaming up with your sprite—I’ll allow it for this initial bout. I want to see what you’ve got!”

Gren frowned. “What the sergeant didn’t mention is that I’m one of the best combat medics on the ship, so don’t hold back. Your opponent certainly won’t, either. They’ve been trained to fight since they were a youngling, as have all hive soldiers.”

“But this is my first fight ever!” said Firen.

The aged medic wasn’t the least bit sympathetic, her wrinkled eyes twinkling. “Then you’d best use your speed, dearie.”

Firen shook his head and took off for the far cell.

I need to do this. For Tarly. I need to be able to protect her.

“Don’t worry,” said Vasha, patting his throbbing neck with her flame. “I’m right here with you. We’ve got this.”

Firen exhaled, leaning his head against her. Every time they touched, his soul flared with fresh, hot strength.

This bond is incredible. As long as Vasha’s with me, I could accomplish almost anything. Maybe I can do this!

He crossed the threshold to the final segment of the honeycombed battle cell, and a green translucent wall formed at his back, sealing him in.

Firen spun around and was confronted with a sizable female dragon, at least double his length. He raised his head with growing apprehension and met the female’s determined gaze already peering down at him. A wicked grin curled across her jaws.

“So, you’re the one that killed my wingmate,” she said. “I’m Petra.”

She raised herself onto her hind legs and cracked the knuckles of her front claws.

“Prepare to suffer.”


CHAPTER 22
FIRST FIGHT



Firen barely had time to react before Petra pounced on him. He raised his claws, clenching them into tight fists. Then he made the mistake of blinking.

When he opened his eyes, he was staring at the ceiling, his lungs were empty, and his back hurt something fierce.

What happened?

A tail swung down at his face. He managed to roll away right before it connected so that it smashed into the crystalline floor instead.

Firen sprang from his roll to fly away from the vicious female.

Unfortunately, she was already at his side. She gripped his tail and twisted mid-flight, swinging him around with the leverage of his full length before letting go so that he careened into a wall.

“Come on, you must have more than this,” said Petra, pursing her lips in a frown. “It’s like I’m playing with a child.”

Firen peeled himself from the wall as Vasha alighted on his shoulder. The sprite turned to Petra. “Give us a moment, please.” Then she dove into Firen’s heart without invitation.

An azure fire enveloped his body, coating him in a phantom cloak of ethereal blue. He looked down at his claws and clenched a fist. Vasha’s voice sounded clearly in his mind.

“I have an idea,” she said, “but I need you to relax. Try to yield complete control of your body to me. Oh, and you’ll need these.”

Suddenly, an ocean of memories besieged Firen’s mind, with each thought detailing the execution of a particular martial art. There were so many images that he was briefly overwhelmed.

How am I supposed to make sense of this?

“I can hear your thoughts,” said Vasha in his mind. “These are a subset of memories from the thousands of dragons I’ve sparked with. Several of them were fighters, specializing in various martial disciplines. We can use them to teach you to fight. I’ll try to show you.”

Firen absently realized he was supposed to be relaxing, so he tried calming his mind.

Without warning, Vasha’s presence took over his limbs, yanking them around like a drunk puppeteer.

As she tested her control of his body, she caused Firen to stumble, pitching into an uncontrolled float. Mid-flight, she was able to level him out again; then she gave an experimental beat of Firen’s wings, and he crashed to the floor.

“I’ve never had an opponent that beats themselves up for me,” said Petra. She folded her forelimbs, hovering a dozen wings away. “Did you learn to become such an idiot or were you born this way?”

“Ngghhh,” answered Firen, clutching his head as he regained control of his body and raised himself to his feet. Vasha was once again on his shoulder.

“Sorry,” said Vasha. “I’ve never done this before myself, but I’ve seen it done by others many times. I know I made a mess of it, but … can I have another try?”

Firen sighed. “Sure. I can’t say no to you.”

“Ugh,” said Petra in exaggerated disgust. “Let me know when you’re finished crooning over each other and ready to get serious. You’re putting me to sleep over here.”

Vasha dove into his heart again, and Firen let go of all control. She took over more swiftly this time, and he had an easier time with the transition.

The blue power flared throughout his body again, and his muscles tensed like a coiled spring.

“Ready?” asked Vasha in his mind.

Yes.

Firen shot through the ether like a cannon, connecting his fist with Petra’s face.

Except she wasn’t there.

A female foreclaw gripped his arm as if from nowhere, but before a re-enactment of his previous beatdown could occur, Vasha intervened, forcing a vivid memory to the forefront of Firen’s mind. It was of an aged dragon performing an elaborate move Firen had never seen before. Vasha’s power flashed the memory through Firen’s body, attempting to imprint the sequence of moves onto his muscles.

Petra’s claw was still gripped tightly on Firen’s forelimb, but then his body unnaturally twisted and his claws became the ones on Petra’s arm. His entire body glowed as he leveraged his mass, flinging her away with incredible force. She spun so fast that her wings couldn’t slough off the momentum, and she slammed head first into the wall, fountaining blood from her snout.

“PAUSE!” shouted Gren, flying swiftly to Petra’s side.

“That was most … unexpected,” said Petra dazedly as the medic stuffed an ether-rich concoction into her mouth. Petra lifted a bloody claw from her snout and examined it before flinging the red droplets across the weightless room.

“Good enough,” she said, pushing Gren rudely away. “Let’s go again. That was a lucky shot, nothing more.”

The hulking female pushed off from the wall into a glide. Once she reached her desired height, she used her tail to aim her body straight at Firen. With a snap of her wings, she shot toward him with outstretched claws, but from this more distant range, he had the momentary advantage of speed. He outpaced her with vigorous flaps, shooting his body to the side.

But Petra wouldn’t give up. As soon as Firen jerked sideways, she was right on his heels. He was faster in long straights, but his top speed didn’t matter when she harried him relentlessly, not giving him the chance to build momentum.

She was incredibly nimble at maneuvering within the battle cell. She kept cutting off Firen’s escape, forcing him into frantic dives to evade her sharp talons. She’d already drawn blood several times as he’d snaked by, barely within her range.

He barreled away from her yet again, slamming his four feet against the cell wall in a desperate feint. But Firen had no experience with these kinds of evasive maneuvers, and the feint was entirely too choreographed. Petra wasn’t tricked for one second, keeping pace with him and raking her claws down his exposed back.

Ouch!

“You’re taking back control,” said Vasha inside his mind.

Sorry. I forgot.

“We need a better way of coordinating.”

Let me get out of her reach first!

“Here, I can help with that. Get ready: More memories coming your way.”

A handful of images leaped to the forefront of Firen’s mind. Unfortunately, he was so fixated on Petra’s pursuit that he blinked them away before realizing what he was doing.

Sorry, can you send those again? I’m having trouble focusing because I’m trying not to die.

Vasha huffed, unimpressed.

This time, a single memory blazed in his mind of a yellow dragon twisting among swirling columns of liquid ice controlled by magic. The name of the technique imprinted on his mind—The Way of Water, and a basic understanding of the martial art sank into the shallowest layer of his psyche.

However, it was one thing to know a technique intellectually and quite another for your muscles to know how to execute the moves. Firen realized it was the difference between watching a dragon fly and experiencing the exhilaration yourself. The two concepts were separated by a vast chasm that could only be crossed by experience.

Another talon raked across his scales, freeing his blood to spurt in a wide arc.

Dammit! I can’t focus on two things at once!

“Visualize yourself becoming the yellow dragon. Be the memory. Meanwhile, I’ll give your muscles a nudge, to help the concept imprint on them.”

Firen spiraled out of a narrow miss, then refocused on the image of the yellow dragon in his mind.

Okay, I got this. Be the memory. For Tarly.

He forced his shoulders to loosen and his body to relax. He wanted to become like the yellow dragon, snaking loosely like the … the water!

Firen realized he was imitating the wrong thing. The dragon in the memory was not merely evading the water but mimicking it. Firen needed to emulate the spiraling water, not the dragon.

In the strange mental space where Vasha’s memories hovered about him, he felt the insight latch onto his mind and sink deeper into his understanding.

He focused again on the spiraling column of liquid ice. It didn’t have joints or tendons dictating the way it should bend. It merely went in the direction the magic was telling it to.

Firen sank into that thought, consciously ignoring the limitations of his body and how it was supposed to bend. It was a challenging exercise, forcing his brain to unlearn what his body had taught him for decades. Then, he drew upon a sliver of Vasha’s blue power, letting it wash over his limbs and soak into the memory. As he concentrated, he realized Vasha was pushing it to do the same.

Suddenly, Petra couldn’t touch him. Every swipe and kick was met with empty space. She punched, scratched, and swung, but no matter where she flung her claws, Firen’s body was absent.

He reveled in the sensation of godhood, ducking and diving around her flurry of strikes. He laughed as his body snaked unnaturally about the chamber. He even dared to flick a talon against Petra’s snout as he swept by.

I’m unstoppable!

Then the memory faded, fleeing to the deepest recesses of his mind.

Petra punched him in the face.

His body tumbled end-over-end through the weightless room until it crashed into the wall.

“PAUSE,” shouted Gren, racing to his side and smearing a foul-smelling ointment over his bleeding wounds. When examining his head for injury, she tutted loudly. “Ugh, you must be more careful, Petra. He’s not a plaything.”

Narx drifted over, shaking his head. “Match goes to Petra. Blazerunner, you’re the sorriest excuse for a fighter I’ve ever seen. Besides that time I was forced to watch the nursery dragonlings for an hour.”

“I’m not a fighter!” said Firen. “I mean—I’d like to learn, but this was my first time!”

“You’ve never fought before?” asked Narx with evident shock. He acted like this was brand-new information.

“That’s what I’ve been saying!”

The sergeant tightened his brow, looking at the taut musculature across Firen’s shoulders. “I thought it was false modesty. No one gets shoulders like that from sittin’ on their haunches.”

“I’m an ice miner,” said Firen, as if that explained everything. He tried getting up from the wall, but Gren pushed him back with surprising strength.

“You’re not going anywhere,” she said. “Not until you rest for five minutes and I give the all clear.”

“Look,” said Sergeant Narx. “Your power is literally off the charts. All the charts. Unfortunately, that’s the only good news, because you can’t fight worth a damn. It’s no use being strong if you can’t use it. You’re gonna have to pick up the slack. My grandaddy could kick your ass. And he’s dead.”

Vasha appeared on Firen’s shoulder. “We have work to do.”

Firen pursed his lips, saying nothing. The sergeant’s words had soured his mood. That, and the way he’d lost so indisputably at the end.

I was so close to achieving something special.

Petra floated over, cracking her knuckles. “That started getting fun there at the end. Come back in a few years and you might be worth my time.”

“You have our sincere thanks, Petra,” said Vasha. “We have several memories of martial techniques we’re attempting to draw from, but getting them to imprint on Firen’s muscles will take time, especially since he’s not a natural adept in the art. Your instruction has been priceless in that regard.”

The female dragon raised her brow at the genuine praise and responded with a thawed smile.

Firen opened his jaws to object, but Vasha stared at him with such piercing intensity that he huffed and turned aside.

With their bond as strong as it was, he could understand her mannerisms intuitively now. She wasn’t intentionally belittling him, merely stating the facts. He did need to get better at fighting. He must protect Tarly. He’d seen enough of Vasha’s memories to know that the dragons that could fight stood a much better chance against The Reek.

Granted, most of the dragons in her memories perished from the spores. But there were notable exceptions where brave cadres of trained fighters would unite, pushing back the horde until they could escape.

Vasha dimmed and turned to the sergeant. “We need to experience as many sparring sessions as possible over the next few days. I understand Petra’s time is over for today. Do you have any others?”

He clasped a claw on the back of his neck. “That’s the problem, ya see. There’s only so many⁠—”

“I’ll make you a deal, Sergeant,” said Petra. “I’ll spend the day meticulously breaking in Blazerunner here if you can nix the paperwork for that botched patrol I just finished.”

“Deal,” said Narx quickly. From what he’d seen in Vasha’s memories, that paperwork would be long forgotten by the time The Reek made an appearance. “I’m off to check in with my direct reports.” He paused to lock eyes with Petra. “Make sure you don’t kill him.”

Firen’s jaw dropped, and he turned to Petra with fresh apprehension. Her gaze lingered on him with a twisted curl on her lips.

“What do you think, Gren?” she said, flexing her forelimb. “Is he good to go?”

The medic’s shoulders sagged. “You’re going to undo all my work, aren’t you?” Then she turned to Vasha, and an afterimage of horror flitted across her recent memory. “Although, I understand why it’s necessary. You have my permission to proceed. Only please be careful.”

“That reminds me,” said Vasha, drifting up to Petra. “Thank you once again for your valuable instruction. However, before we start over, there’s something you should know.”

The female tilted her head. “Oh? What’s that?”

Vasha’s flame licked out at her snout, and a tiny spark arced across it.

Petra’s eyes rolled back in her head, and her jaws lolled agog.

“Now that was satisfying,” said the sprite.


CHAPTER 23
TIME TO EXPLORE



Tarly watched her father take another merciless beating from Petra and finally succumbed to boredom. She had cheered him on for the first hour, then grown distant during the second. After three, the endless pattern of Firen being slapped against the walls had become well and truly tiresome. The arduous session persuaded Gren to part with some of her rarer herbs, and even the crystal elemental had finally lost interest, excusing herself to investigate a disturbance on one of the lower floors.

Tarly was dying to do something, anything else, and her wings fluttered with pent-up energy. She balked when her wings struck hard against the ether, reminding her she had yet to test her own new heartfire. There were dozens of unused battle cells lying dormant around them, and Sergeant Narx happily agreed to let her use one to flap around for a while.

The feeling of flying was sublime, as if her body had discovered its true purpose. She instantly sympathized with what her father had felt earlier that day.

I was made for this!

She dove and twisted and spun around the hexagonal cell to her heart’s delight. Then, as time wore on, so did her wings until they ached so sharply that she could barely lift them. Keemee’s presence would normally have provided some ongoing entertainment, but the purple sprite was strangely quiet, barely leaving a sarcastic remark when Tarly skittered to the floor.

Finally, during a momentary respite between Firen’s bouts, Tarly placed a claw against the cell wall and willed it open.

“Dad, we’re going exploring for a bit.”

“What?” asked Firen dazedly as Gren stuffed plants into his jaws for the umpteenth time.

“Hold on a minute, dearie,” said the medic. “You need a guide so you don’t get lost.”

As if in answer to Gren’s request, Esme’s crystalline features formed on the wall. She had clearly been listening in while her main focus was preoccupied elsewhere.

“I’ll fire up a subroutine to keep an eye on them,” said Esme. The elemental’s face turned to Tarly. “You can also call me directly by touching any green crystal in the ship and saying my name.”

“Your … name?” said Gren, her brow askance.

When did she get a name?

The crystal face didn’t answer Gren, instead giving Tarly a massive wink. The elemental’s features dissolved like ice melting under hot dragonfire. Her parting expression was an enigmatic smile fixed on Keemee.

“Alright, we’re off to explore!” said Tarly, her excitement fully renewed. “Don’t wait up, Dad! We’ll catch you back at our fancy room later!”

Firen didn’t have the presence of mind to respond.
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An hour later, Tarly finally made it to the farming levels.

She was proud of herself. They hadn’t used a single speed shaft and hadn’t called for Esme’s help once.

They had asked for directions about seventy times, but even grown-ups did that. Well, maybe not her dad, but grown-up females did all the time. So, asking for directions didn’t count. Or so she told herself.

Keemee had been unnaturally silent during the trip, not even teasing her when she’d had to backtrack once or twice. He’d turned positively serious.

“Why are you so quiet? Are you okay?” asked Tarly, crooning her neck in an arc to take a good look at him.

The sprite fluttered. “Who, me? Yes, yes, I have something on my mind, that’s all.” His flame turned about as if noticing the scenery for the first time. “Why did you want to come to this level?”

“Because of those rocklings we passed on the way up—they’re huge! Our teachers at school showed us data sheets about the farming pastures on Tikes, but I’ve never seen a rockling in person. I’ve never been anywhere except Narmoroth.”

Keemee gazed at the swath of undulating moongrass and the hulking beasts called rocklings that made it their home. The flat plain was contained in a single massive room spread across the entire width of the ship, interrupted by regularly spaced support pillars of emerald.

The rocklings themselves were the common domesticated variety, comprising fourteen legs, segmented chitinous armor, and a substantial thorax chock full of protein-rich meat. Their heads—broad, flat things with eyes positioned at either end—possessed the curious antennae and preoccupied mandibles typical of their genus.

The rockling nearest them seemed an exemplary specimen. Its carapace glinted with an iridescent sheen, and its antennae were abnormally long, stretching out before it to test the loamy soil. It was such a girthy beast with such narrow limbs that it could only thrive in a weightless environment. The slightest gravity would snap its legs instantly, rendering it immobile and utterly helpless.

Tarly took advantage of the beast’s docile temperament to scan it with the monster compendium.

COMMON DOMESTICATED ROCKLING

Power Level: Weak

Threat Level: Low

Abilities: Can reproduce with substantial litters in a wide range of environments.

Appearance: A fourteen-legged grazer with a segmented chitinous back, allowing it to curl into a ball when threatened.

Description: A magical descendant of the ancient giant isopod. Often found grazing on rocky patches of moongrass throughout the three belts. The domesticated version is highly docile and a perpetual favorite of farmers for its high yield of edible meat. They rely on their impressive size and ether-enriched armor to ward off potential predators. Be warned: Wild rocklings are very territorial and can be dangerous when threatened.

Traits: Subsists on moongrass.

“Hmm. They’re way bigger than the ones we had in the Rubble-Bee System,” said Keemee. “Before The Reek ate them all, that is.”

“The military hives are known for being good breeders. Dad says it makes the OutBelt farmers look bad and it brings down the price of meat. Which is kinda good for us since we’re not farmers, so he doesn’t mind.” She pointed to a larger variant of the species that appeared to be watching over the others. “Look, there’s a rockling elder! Let’s go say hello. They’re supposed to be friendly.”

“I’m not sure about this. How do they react to sprites?”

“Pfft. You’re tiny. I bet they hardly notice you.”

“I may be tiny, but I’m strong!” Keemee widened his flame and increased his mass.

Tarly snorted. “Come on, fatty.”

“Hey!”

They drifted up to the rockling elder that warily eyed their approach. It had a wider stance than the others, with thicker mandibles and an extra set of eyes on the front of its face.

“Hey there, big boy!” said Tarly in a high-pitched voice. She ducked her head lower to make herself appear non-threatening. Within seconds, she was at the isopod’s side, scratching it in hard-to-reach places.

The creature seemed positively subdued, with one of its rear legs circling involuntarily as Tarly scrubbed away at its shell.

“There is a serene beauty here,” said Keemee, falling quiet as he stared at the wavering plain of ether-rich plants.

“You haven’t seen Tikes. It’s supposed to be endless miles of this stuff. Teachers at my school say dragons come from as far as MidBelt to vacation there. They have this fancy resort underground where the ice is always liquid, heated by an ether reactor. The underground cavern is a special bright blue because of the minerals on the walls. They say it’s beautiful.” Then she paused and tilted her face to the sprite. “Did you have anything like that in your home system?”

Keemee’s flame wavered. He replied in a quiet voice. “We only had one belt instead of the three you have here in Sardis. But even so, we had some beautiful places like that.” He turned to view the grazing animals. “We had rocklings, but nothing like that bright orange worm thing over there. Or that floating blob over there.”

“That worm is a rippler. It buries in the soil and makes lots of holes. I think it helps stuff grow better or something like that. The floating blob is a gel beast. They’re pretty common here. If you’re stuck with no ice and you can find one that’s clear all the way through, that means it’s not poisonous and you can drink it. I had a gel beast drink from a street vendor once. It was gross.”

Keemee flickered, then continued to gaze in silence.

“Do you think we can save it all?” asked Tarly. “From The Reek?”

His flame dimmed. “Our best chance is if we can somehow use the mechs for a strategic advantage. Rubble-Bee didn’t have those, and neither did Vasha’s system of Magma Prime. The mechs are the only new variable in this system that would make any kind of difference.” Keemee paused. “Well, other than the ship elementals, I guess. There’s definitely some potential there.”

He pivoted his flame to address her fully. “Believe it or not, our systems were much stronger than yours because we had millions of bonded dragons. And we still lost.” Then his purple hue fell dark, almost black. “I’ll level with you, kid. It’s going to be tough to beat The Reek. The mechs are the wild card.”

Tarly narrowed her eyes. “Then we should visit them next.”

The ten-year-old dragonling flew boldly up to the nearest emerald pillar and slapped her claw against its side. “Esme, would you please guide us to a floor where we can look at mechs?”

Tarly thought she spotted Keemee’s flame brighten as the elemental’s face formed on the pillar.

“Of course! You should visit the battle arena. First, ascend to floor 27, then look for tunnel 37-D, sub-section 42 and use the ramp to descend to the soldier’s training area on 28-R. If you reach sub-sub-sub-section 30-F Delta 9, you’ve gone too far⁠—”

“We’re never going to remember that!” said Tarly.

The face tilted to the side. “Oh. I suppose you could go out the door where you came in and follow the green arrows on the floor. I’ll make them point the right way.”

Tarly lit up with a genuine smile. “That’s way better. Thanks!

“Hey, do you want to come too?” asked Keemee.

The projection of the elemental beamed at the suggestion, then its features gradually slumped into a frown. “I … I can’t, I’m sorry. I still haven’t resolved the problems with the hull door malfunctioning on dock 36. If I finish it in time, I’ll meet you there.”

“Okay!” said Tarly, using a wing to sweep Keemee to her shoulder before kicking off for the exit. “Thanks, Esme!”


CHAPTER 24
BATTLE ARENA



The battle arena only contained two mechs. That was the downside. The upside was that they were attacking each other in an all-out brawl, creating a fantastic show for the hundreds of raucous onlookers.

The ether in the enormous room was thick with the smell of machine oil, fire, and magic. This level stretched wall-to-wall, just like the farming floor, but rather than a sprawling plain, it contained a single gigantic battle cell with hexagonal sides, rising to one hundred wings tall. The walls of this battle cell were more opaque than the ones on the combat floor, due to their increased thickness. Even so, Tarly could still make out everything going on inside, making for a thrilling sight.

They drifted up to one of the circular stands surrounding the battle cell, where Tarly clutched one of the myriad footholds and settled down to watch.

The mechs were breathtaking, dancing around each other with a fluidity and grace that appeared perfectly natural. It was as if a god poured liquid steel over the bodies of two gargantuan queens and forced them to fight each other to the death. These mechs were nothing like the clumsy utility series mechs she’d seen in battles on Narmoroth.

Dad has got to see this!

Tarly’s eyes widened as the taller yellow mech spun in a tight pirouette and slammed its tail into the side of the other. Its opponent was a squatter, brown mech. When the tail slammed into its side, an enormous boom rocked the cell walls, and the brown mech tumbled backward and smashed into the wall. The power of the impact was so great that pillows of green dust shook loose from the wall joints.

But the brown mech wasn’t fazed, rolling to the side to dodge another tail attack before flinging itself at Yellow’s face. Mid-flight, Brown clenched a foreclaw into a tight fist and clocked Yellow right in the jaws, knocking its head back into the cell wall.

Before Yellow could recover, Brown deployed a spray of ether from jets on its back and leaped forward, swinging its forefists like a crazed monster. Many of the strikes missed Yellow’s head, whose uncontrolled momentum jerked about like a ball on a string.

Finally, Yellow managed to fight back, kicking out with its powerful hind legs to smash into its opponent’s chestplate. Brown was tossed across the battle cell once again, crashing into the same cell wall as before. Yellow flew up, pivoting upside down and crouching on the cell’s ceiling before exploding down in a furious slice at Brown’s back.

But the brown mech had seen it coming and dove to the side at the last minute.

“This fight is incredible!” said Tarly in awe. “These mechs move like real dragons!”

Yellow abruptly pivoted in a spinning attack, with its enormous tail extended as a weapon. But, yet again, Brown saw the attack coming and raised its arms to protect its flank. Right as Yellow’s tail impacted its side, Brown’s scales locked together in a tightly packed hexagonal formation. It only happened for a split second, but it was enough to cause Tarly to blink and do a double-take. She peered over at Keemee and saw him shaking his flame, confused.

“What was that?” he asked.

Tarly turned back to the fight. “I don’t know, but it didn’t hurt the brown mech at all. I thought it would be crushed by that tail slam, for sure. It looks like some kind of defensive move.”

Several more hits pummeled the brown mech’s arms as its opponent laid into it with a rapid-fire combo. The yellow mech was relentless, striking out with claws, tail-whips, and even a body check at one point.

Brown endured it all, deflecting each strike with its arms and tail placed in the perfect blocking position. Every strike was blocked by that same telltale interlocking of scales right as the blow connected.

A burly male dragon in the row of seats in front of them heard their questions and turned around. “That’s Megaboxer’s main advantage,” he said. “He’s especially skilled at using the scale lock feature on his mech. It deflects eighty percent of each strike’s damage. Makes for an interesting fight, doesn’t it?”

Tarly nodded, her head spinning with the knowledge.

“But how does it work?” asked Keemee. “I’m not detecting any underlying magic going on.”

“No, not magic. It’s more like,” the burly dragon waved his claw vaguely, “engineering, I suppose. It may as well be magic for all I know about it. You’d have to ask the ship’s elemental to find out more. These are battle-class mechs, and they’re known for these special features. It’s the biggest difference between them and the utility class. Well, besides their mental interface.”

Keemee quieted and floated back to Tarly’s shoulder, deep in thought. She decided to make up for his silence. “Thank you so much, sir! We’re new here and this is the first battle we’ve seen between mechs. It’s very exciting!”

The dragon beamed. “Glad you’re enjoying it. You should be here during the belt year solstice when the nobles bring out their elite class mechs. The power they throw around is unbelievable. Made me dung my seat one year—I’m not joking!”

“That’s, uh, nice,” said Tarly, wincing.

“Fascinating,” said Keemee, preoccupied.

Tarly pulled out the monster compendium and scanned both mechs.

BATTLE CLASS MECH: LANCING MODEL - “MEGABOXER”

Power Level: Strong

Threat Level: High

Abilities: Flying capability using ether jets. As a Lancing Model, this battle-class mech has level one upgrades of speed, defense, and attack. It also possesses the following features common to all mechs of battle class or above:

— Defensive features: Evasive burst. Scale lock.

— Attack features: Disabled for arena battles.

— Utility features: Rock cutter. Firesteel talons.

Appearance: A brown mech armored in the vanguard arena style. Look for its telltale shoulder markings to see how many fights it’s won.

Description: A favorite contender of the battle arena on hive ship Deep Space Six. Its preferred fighting technique is boxing. Megaboxer loves to pummel its opponents into submission to the cheers of the crowd.

Traits: Firesteel armor. Mage salt fuel. Partial mental interface. Hermetically sealed cockpit.

The data sheet on the second mech was near-identical, the only difference being fewer details on the Appearance and Description lines:

BATTLE CLASS MECH: LANCING MODEL - “BREATHBLAZE”

Power Level: Strong

Threat Level: High

Abilities: Flying capability using ether jets. As a Lancing Model, this battle-class mech has level one upgrades of speed, defense, and attack. It also possesses the following features common to all mechs of battle class or above:

— Defensive features: Evasive burst. Scale lock.

— Attack features: Disabled for arena battles.

— Utility features: Rock cutter. Firesteel talons.

Appearance: A yellow mech armored in the vanguard arena style.

Description: An up-and-coming contender of the battle arena on hive ship Deep Space Six.

Traits: Firesteel armor. Mage salt fuel. Partial mental interface. Hermetically sealed cockpit.

A deafening crash dragged Tarly’s attention back to the fight. The brown mech, Megaboxer, had slammed a piercing strike into the opposing mech’s chest, burying its arm elbow-deep in the machine’s innards. When Megaboxer retracted its claws, they were grasping a glowing device.

The component was clearly important, because the dragons in the crowd gasped. Megaboxer ripped the device free, wrenching it loose from its nest of sparking cables. A heartbeat later and the yellow mech went still, the light in its eyes dimming to black.

An amplified voice rang out in the arena. “And there it is, dragonfolk! Megaboxer’s signature finishing move yields another win, this time against Breathblaze!”

The dragons in the crowd began shunting off from their footholds and drifting about.

Keemee turned to Tarly. “These mechs have so much potential. I had no idea they had this kind of power.” He turned back to the oversized battle cell and the retreating form of MegaBoxer within. “There’s something there—on the tip of my mind. A breakthrough of some kind.” Then he made his little shrug that Tarly had become accustomed to. “Oh well. I’ll talk to Vasha about it. She’s good at making sense of these things.”

“Besides, it’s not like we have our own mech to work with.”

Keemee flared brighter. “You mean, not yet.”


CHAPTER 25
SHESSAR: BUILDING AN ARMY



The being once known as Shessar gazed at the panoramic vista of dead farmlands with immense satisfaction. Her hard work was finally being rewarded, and she’d never felt so proud.

To any other creature, the scene before her would have looked like a true nightmare. Billions of gray spores filled the sky. Mindless rocklings swayed about on teetering legs, their bodies thick with gray fuzz and the stench of their rotting corpses. The undulating fields of moongrass had been utterly sapped of nutrients, replaced by a sea of lifeless brown husks that crunched underfoot. Above the horizon, the distant binary suns rose to douse the landscape in an eerie glow, their cool light casting long shadows beyond the rolling hills.

Shessar’s appearance was perhaps the greatest nightmare of all. Her face had once been considered beautiful, with a gaze that would make any male’s heart skip a beat.

Well, any male except Firen.

Her envious visage was now wholly ravaged by spores. The gray infection had been careful not to root too deeply into her skull, where it might damage her brain and limit her usefulness. The spores sprouted from her face like short gray fur that swayed in the ether winds.

In due time, the Voice spoke to her again, caressing her mind with a lover’s touch, promising to sate her hunger if she only obeyed its call. Its message was unchanged over the last few hours, drilling an unceasing compunction deeper into her bewildered mind.

Build an army.

With an effort of her will, she used her mind to beckon the fields of rocklings closer to her location. It was a handy trick the Voice had taught her. Buried deep in her psyche was a desire for power that swelled with pleasure every time she used it. The Voice had swiftly identified this desire and nurtured it into a tool for its use.

Once the rocklings gathered within range, she gave them the command she had anxiously awaited sending.

Advance.

The impressive array of various beasts ambled forward as one, some scurrying along the floor while others floated above the ground at a shallow height, safe from the ether winds. Shessar laughed out loud when the very spores in the sky heeded her command, changing their drift to accompany her army.

My soldiers may not be able to fly, but who needs that when you have a swarming cloud of death?

She’d selected four rocklings of prodigious strength to carry her aloft on a ramshackle throne, pieced together from odd scraps they’d found conquering various farmsteads. The conscripts leaned silently into their restraints, easing the throne onward to keep pace with their peers.

They occasionally came upon other farming hollows where Shessar would change her command to ‘Attack’ or ‘Consume’, depending on how she felt at the time. Ultimately, the command didn’t matter as the results were typically the same. Once the screams of innocents being slaughtered fell silent, the army would shamble ahead again, in even greater numbers and strength than before.

Within a few hours, they numbered five hundred. It was then that Shessar encountered her first problem, and she was surprised to learn it was one that the Voice wasn’t equipped to solve.

It was a logistics problem. Her army’s vanguard had now spread so wide that she needed to issue multiple competing commands at once. At first, the entire army had been forced to pause and wait while residences on its fringes were absorbed. Shessar promptly learned she needed to direct one side of her forces to consume a residence while urging the rest to keep advancing.

But the gray spores were simple things. They didn’t act based on reasoning, only instinct. Even the Voice was uncharacteristically silent on the issue. So, she did what any good army commander would do.

Delegate.

However, that merely transformed the problem into another form, in that she had no qualified personnel to delegate to. Any beast or dragon consumed by the spores became a dumb pawn, only able to enact the simplest commands. She needed smarter soldiers. And for that, she needed their brains intact.

Now, this was a problem the Voice knew how to handle; and when they encountered the next farming hollow, it taught her a new command.

Sustain.

The spores willingly obeyed, swarming over the bodies of their screaming victims but leaving their heads untouched, just as they had done with Shessar. It took longer for the screams to quiet, as the spores had to first enter the bloodstream and release a unique chemical cocktail that overwhelmed the dragon’s brain, subduing its neurons rather than outright consuming them.

With some experimentation, Shessar discovered if she used spores from her own head to infect her terrified prisoners, she could establish a direct mental link with them, as the Voice had done with her.

That development created a sudden barrage of conflicting emotions from the Voice, from aggression to pride.

Nevertheless, it solved her logistics issue by leaps and bounds, so she brushed aside the changes in the Voice’s temperament.

They’re my soldiers. It’s only fitting that they should answer directly to me.

It took her an hour to subdue the minds of five infected dragons, which she deemed time well spent, considering the entire army would no longer need to stop at every hollow they encountered.

Two of the dragons had been assimilated from the body of a farmer and his wife. Another two were female laborers her minions had caught hiding under an abandoned farming mech. The last was her favorite: a young male dragonling, barely nineteen years old, that showed surprising intelligence in the presence of Shessar’s spores. He obeyed her commands precisely and without resistance.

There was a time when she would have been horrified at her actions. There was a thin surviving thread of her conscience screaming that she had murdered an innocent dragon and enslaved his mind. But that part of her brain had long been overwhelmed by the spores’ chemical medley saturating her blood. On top of that, the Voice reassured her that it was pleased and all was well.

The Reek was strange that way.

An action she once would have judged an atrocious horror, she now shrugged off as a necessary byproduct of survival. Her daily companions were amalgamations of death and flesh that she would have once considered abominable. Instead, she now felt a fierce protectiveness over her new kin.

She peered down at her own monstrous form. It was the perfect case in point. The piecemeal appendages should have shocked her sheltered constitution. But the truth was the opposite: She viewed her varied parts with genuine affection, even going so far as to stroke her facial beard of motile spores with a gentle caress.

She turned to consider anew her latest minions, and a famous quote from an old dragon philosopher drifted to the forefront of her mind. After contemplating it, her dwindling conscience was then crushed into silence.

Death comes to us all. What matters most is if we are useful to others.

She would make these dragons useful. That she could do. Especially the young male. He seemed particularly obedient and, therefore, would be the most useful. In this quasi-death where the spores consumed their bodies yet sustained their minds, they would be the most useful they had ever been!

She nodded to herself and smiled.

Yes. I’m doing a good thing here. What a kindness! These dragons would thank me if they could.

The five new graybane captains drifted away from her presence to their designated portions of the army. The smile was still plastered across her spore-ridden jaws as she clambered aboard her mobile throne. She raised a claw and issued her next command, this time aiming her mental voice solely at her new captains.

Advance.

The Voice in Shessar’s mind continued to whisper, guiding her onward. It had a particular destination in mind, one it had no doubt scoured from some poor host’s memory.

As the day progressed and their tireless march continued, the landscape gradually changed from sprawling farmland into the loose smattering of towns Shessar was more familiar with from her time on Narmoroth.

It was here that her army experienced small pockets of resistance. The locals banded together in large hollows where they could make a united stand. The cornered dragonfolk would huddle together inside the hollow’s entrance, pouring out hot dragonfire to keep her army at bay.

But Shessar’s minions were brainless and infinitely patient. Invariably, within a mere hour or two, the dragons’ ether reserves would bottom out, and the spores would drift casually into the hollow, consuming them, one and all.

Shessar now had a dozen graybane captains at her command and had promoted the young male as the army general over them all. He was the only being with enough remaining intelligence to converse with her, though his mannerisms were peppered with strange jerks and pauses as his tortured brain misfired. Still, Shessar found herself enjoying their brief conversations. Her influence over his mind was enough that it felt as if she was conversing with a version of herself, which was strangely comforting. Yet enough of the young male’s personality rose to the surface to prevent the conversations from being too predictable and annoying.

She decided to name him Clawyer, after the farmstead where she’d found him, Clawyer’s Reach.

“I believe we’ve reached the hollow you seek, my queen,” said Clawyer, drifting up to her with ashen wings sculling inadequately against the ether winds.

“Good. You may proceed with caution. Let’s see why the Voice led us here.”

Clawyer’s head inadvertently twitched, as it always did when she mentioned the Voice. Then, he stretched out a claw and gave his own mental command to the captains under his charge.

Shessar directed the four hulking guards of her throne to continue. It took them a full thirty minutes to reach the army’s vanguard. The rows of blank-faced vassals stood patiently before beautifully manicured columns of darkkelp.

The artful display was mesmerizing, with dozens of the swaying kelp streamers stretching vertically into space where their tips burst into flower. Each stalk’s trunk possessed an iridescent sheen that gradually cycled through various reds, pinks, and oranges as the ether was consumed along its length. The exotic plants flanked the most luxurious hollow entrance Shessar had ever seen, with a perimeter lined with what appeared to be real gold.

Shessar gestured for Clawyer to accompany her as she descended from the throne. She spent a moment admiring the delicate scene, then outstretched a claw.

“Consu—”

“Wait,” said Clawyer. “The nutrients here will hardly satisfy us. It’s barely a snack, consumed within seconds.” He gestured with a claw at the serene display. “Yet if we leave it alone, this beautiful sight will continue to nurture our minds every time we pass by. Isn’t that worth more?”

Shessar’s smile had a cruel edge as she drifted to the plants. She reached out a claw to gently finger the kelp’s texture. “My dear, Clawyer, you have a point. I’ll grant you that. But I am far too hungry for such concerns.”

The kelp abruptly withered between her talons, and within seconds, its iridescent sheen had faded to a dull gray. The stalks beside her similarly transformed until every plant within a five-wing radius had shriveled into a desiccated echo of its former self. When the microscopic spores that peppered the kelp were sated, they returned to Shessar’s body, leaving a mass of crumpled brown detritus behind them.

She executed a slow and deliberate stretch of her fourteen rockling limbs.

“A delicious vintage, to be sure.”

Clawyer frowned before refocusing his attention on the entrance.

“My sources report the hollow is wholly subdued, my queen. It should be safe to explore for ourselves.”

Shessar held out one of her rockling forelimbs, inviting him to hook arms with her.

“Shall we?”

A glimmer of a smile swept across his features. Yet, as he curled his forelimb around hers, his unease spiked, and spasms in his neck betrayed his hollow smile.

They descended deep into the hollow with her four guards at the rear. After several minutes of drifting ever downward, they turned a corner and Clawyer gasped at the sight before them.

The tunnel broadened into a narrow room that reached a hundred wings deep and long. A thick pane of crystal covered the entirety of the room’s left wall, creating a window into a vast cavern filled to the brim with melted ice. It was an immense underground lake, sealed on all sides, and their view was wholly beneath the water.

Clawyer had never seen so much liquid, and it lent the cavern a thick haze that obscured its deepest recesses like an ether fog. Enormous crystal shards jutted from the cavern’s distant walls, emitting a light that bathed the contents in brilliant sapphire blue. In the far right corner of their view was a brightly glowing rock. It was an obvious source of heat as bubbles spontaneously formed on its surface, the water vaporizing into steam as it made contact with the rock. Once the gas meandered some distance away, it passed on its heat to its surroundings and returned to liquid once more.

Towering plant life dominated the central theme of the chamber, many of the specimens reminiscent of the magnificent kelp streamers at the hollow’s entrance. Clawyer could see tiny schools of various rockling species swimming in the melted ice. He’d never seen creatures swimming in water before, only ether. Their colors were vibrant and complex, a multitude of hues winking across their sleek bodies as they ducked among forests of submerged sapphires.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, absently realizing he’d smushed his entire body against the window like a gawking youngling.

Shessar chuckled behind him, and he had to erase the sneer from his jaws before she could see.

Without warning, a dead dragon, covered in ashen spores, drifted across the other side of the window, causing Clawyer to jump back. In the body’s wake was a visible trail of gray residue.

Shessar took one look at the corpse and smiled.

“I see the feast has begun without me.” She clapped her claws together with undisguised glee. “Clawyer, I do believe we’ve discovered our new headquarters.”

She brushed him aside and shunted away to the lake’s series of sealed entrance doors, eager to sate her hunger.

Clawyer didn’t bother to watch her go. Instead, he turned to the idyllic view and placed a claw against the crystal glass, allowing its beauty to fill his dead soul with longing. Perhaps he could capture this picture as a permanent memory before the spores defiled it forever.

Remember this! Please!

He strained his perception, savoring every color and detail down to the last plant. Or as close as he could muster.

The ballooning of a gray cloud in the water caught his attention and ruined his focus. The destruction had already begun.

He watched with resignation as waves of gray swept through the underground lake, sweeping away the color and stilling every beating heart.

Clawyer slammed the flat of his fist against the glass, then spun away. The unfamiliar pain welling in his dead heart caused a sudden resurgence of old memories he’d thought gone forever.

He began a thoughtful drift back to the surface.

He never even noticed the deep marks he’d scored in the glass.


CHAPTER 26
MEMORY MANAGEMENT



Several hours later, Firen flew wearily along the murky halls to their guest suite. True to her word, Petra had sparred with him until the end of the day, beating him to a bloody pulp no less than two dozen times. At least, he thought it was two dozen. Truthfully, he’d lost track of the count.

He’d hoped that Petra’s spark with Vasha would cause her to go easy on him, but if anything, it made her sadistic version of ‘training’ even worse. She mercilessly pressed him with every engagement until he was incapacitated, either by losing consciousness or by becoming unable to rise due to pain.

Thankfully, Gren’s ministrations had reacted well with his newly-bonded body. Given enough ether and Vasha’s impressive power, his body had healed so eagerly that even the seasoned medic was surprised.

If only I weren’t so sore.

Firen drifted doggedly onward, barely able to keep his eyes pried open from exhaustion. He’d heard about the citrine bath available in the guest suite, and the thought of it was the only thing keeping him going.

Despite his body’s vehement objection, Firen couldn’t complain. Three of Vasha’s combat memories were now fully imprinted on his musculature: The Way of Water, Stance of Stone, and Wind Step, defensive techniques of impressive versatility.

It was strange how his newly-bonded body worked. Vasha could transfer memories into his mind instantly. But his muscle memory was a stubborn little bastard, requiring dozens of repetitions before it would recall the slightest detail. Vasha’s magic flooding his limbs had helped somewhat, but not nearly as much as employing the techniques during live combat.

After a long day of having his muscles literally beaten into submission, Vasha was happy with the results, even though he was only at the novice level in all three techniques. She reminded Firen that though his advancement today seemed meager, they were still bypassing weeks of training by doing it this way. The accelerated learning incurred a hefty cost of suffering, but she assured him it would be worth it.

Firen had tried to appear grateful, but the torture from Petra’s relentless beatings was so breathtaking that he struggled to make it sincere. Besides, he was fairly certain she could read his mind now.

I need sleep. And that citrine bath.

Firen floated into the guest suite with Vasha on his shoulder. Even the she-sprite was tired, with her azure flame substantially dimmed.

“Where is everyone?” asked Firen, peering about the communal dining hollow.

One of the servants drifted over. “Sir, your daughter and the purple sprite have already retired for the evening, although she did leave this note for you.” She bowed her head and handed him a glowing stone.

Firen shook the rock, agitating the ether trapped within to display a translucent message that hovered before him:

hi dad!

i was going to wate up but you were tayking four ever! i got reelly good at flying. tommorro im gonna rase you. i know youll be impresst! love you!

tar

A wide grin split Firen’s jaws and the final vestiges of stress exited his body.

The servant’s jaws pulled into a similar smile. “I took the liberty of firing up the citrine bath for you in the cleansing hollow. There’s also an assortment of meal shells filled with hot rockling meat stewing beside the bathing pod.”

“Stars above, that sounds divine, thank you.”

The servant turned to Vasha, flickering calmly on Firen’s shoulder. “And for you, most honorable sprite: The queen insisted you borrow Diggy’s fire cocoon for the evening. It’s set up beside the bathing pod next to a hot gel capsule of magma tea.”

The kindly servant bowed her head once again. “I will take my leave. If there’s anything else, please touch a wall and signal your intent to reach me, and the elemental will make it so.”

Vasha bowed gratefully, and by the time she rose, the servant had vanished.

Firen drifted to the entrance of the cleansing hollow. When he waved his claw over a side panel, the shimmering veil of ether spanning the doorway disappeared, freeing a surge of heat to caress his weary scales.

He ducked his head inside with a lopsided grin.

This is more like it.
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Firen awoke the following day feeling like a new dragon. In fact, he felt too good.

His eyelids snapped open. What happened to his muscle soreness? His mental exhaustion?

How long have I been asleep?

He wrangled a limb free from his sleep cocoon and marveled at his bright blue scales. They were gleaming.

Oh yeah, I’m bonded now. Maybe that has something to do with it?

He barely remembered crawling into a sleep cocoon after the incredible bath.

He turned aside, spotting Tarly in a cocoon of her own, with her head sticking out the top and breathing heavily.

“I was wondering when you’d wake,” said Vasha in his mind.

Vasha? Why are you in my heartfire?

Firen instinctively peered down at his chest, then chided himself for his stupidity when he saw nothing.

“We’re bonded now. This is how I regenerate my strength—from your heartfire. Silly.” Her words were brimming with feelings of love and intimacy. Firen’s heartfire thrummed in response.

“Any soreness?” she asked.

No, it’s incredible! I thought I’d be out for days, but I feel energized. I could almost go for another sparring session right now.

“That’s the power of a true symbiotic bond. You heal me and I heal you in a recurring exponential cycle. The net result is far more effective than each of us working alone. The sum of the parts is greater than the whole.”

Firen snuggled deeper into his warm sleep cocoon. Now that he was clear-minded, he reveled in the luxuriant device. His old cocoon was like sleeping on a rickety bed of nails in comparison.

With you here inside me, I feel like I could waste the entire morning in this thing.

Vasha laughed in his mind and the crackle of her flame made him smile. “I doubt that very much. Your healing body has already burned off the meal you ate last night. You’ll need more sustenance soon.”

Firen’s stomach growled in agreement.

Vasha laughed again. “Neat trick, Blazerunner.”

So are you going to laze around in my heartfire all day, or what?

“It’s cozy in here! And I wanted to show you something. Close your eyes.”

Firen obeyed, and his thoughts were swept away to the same mindspace where he and Vasha had bonded the previous day.

“I wasn’t sure if this place was a dream,” said Firen. “That bond was so crazy that I wondered if I imagined it.”

His body hovered in ethereal form before Vasha’s dragon form. She was grinning at him, tilting her head as she appraised the bright blue of his scales. They were now a perfect match.

A glint of hunger flitted across her eyes. “Perhaps we have time for another bonding before the day gets started.”

“Another … bonding? How many bondings are there?”

“It’s an ongoing thing,” she said with a sly curl to her jaws. “But let’s get through some important business first. I’m proud of how you fought yesterday.”

Firen hung his head. “It was embarrassing. Petra kicked my ass.”

Vasha tilted her head to the other side. “Your ass seems to have healed quite nicely if you ask me. But no, what I was referring to was your tenacity, Firen. Twelve hours of fighting! Did you see the way Petra glared at you at the end? Full of begrudging respect? And to have imprinted three martial techniques into your muscle memory is extraordinary. There’s no other word for it.”

She gazed deep into his eyes and her teasing grin returned. “You are extraordinary, Firen.”

“Thanks, Vasha,” he replied glumly. “I appreciate you saying that, but I still feel helpless. I know it sounds ungrateful. I should be over the moon with how fast I’m learning, but I need to do it even faster. The Reek could be here any minute. How am I supposed to protect Tarly?”

He gestured vaguely with a wave of his claw. “This hive ship is fantastic, and they have thousands of trained soldiers. By all means, I should feel safe. But now that I’ve seen your memories, all I feel is afraid.” He drifted close to the slender dragon. “Help me, Vasha. Please.”

Her eyes flashed bright blue.

“That brings us to precisely what I wanted to show you today.” She flung out a claw and a multitude of memories flew from her palm, all formed on thin translucent cards that displayed their contents moving about in vibrant color. They lined up in thousands upon thousands to create a towering wall that rose as far as Firen could see. “These are our memories,” she said proudly.

“Ours?”

“Yes, both of ours. Since we’ve bonded, we now have access to the entire library of each other’s mental recollections. It may be difficult for you at first—it requires substantial amounts of practice. But rest assured, if there’s anything about me you ever wish to recollect, simply concentrate with your mind and you will instantly have my memories at your disposal.”

“That’s … honestly a little terrifying. What about my memories? What if there’s a certain memory I’m not ready to share yet?”

Vasha’s dragon form smiled genially. “It’s natural to want to keep some memories private, especially when our bond is so new. To do that, you concentrate on hiding the specific memory, and use your will to make it so.”

Firen clutched the edge of his jaw. “Now that you’ve said that, nothing springs to mind. I suppose I’ll have to think about it.”

“Take all the time you need. Relationships are built on trust, and I have no wish to sabotage ours. Bonded.”

She gave him a seductive look before continuing. “Now, here is the real reason I wanted to show you all this. These are the memories you captured during combat yesterday.”

With a twist of her claw, all but three of the billions of memory cards fell away into nothingness. “The highly physical nature of these particular memories meant that they were not only recorded with your mind but also imprinted in your muscle memory. I want you to meditate on these here in your mindspace. Recall them as best as you can and immerse yourself in them.”

She twisted her claw again and three new memory cards appeared, each one detailing the perfected form of the martial technique Firen had been attempting. The three new memories hovered directly behind the others. “And these are the new memories I specifically tailored for you yesterday as you fought using those techniques.”

With a thought, she lined up the memories on top of each other so that they overlapped. “If you examine the memories closely like this, you should be able to see what you’re still missing. Slowly, over time, the way you fight and the core memory of the technique should become identical. That’s when you know you’ve mastered the technique.”

Firen’s eyes went wide. “This will take my novice forms to the next level.”

Vasha nodded. “We’ll be spending a great deal of time in this mindspace. I’ll teach you how to spar together, one-on-one, here in seclusion where we won’t be interrupted. There’s a trick to it so we don’t damage each other’s memories.”

Firen’s jaw dropped.

“Incredible, right?” said Vasha. “But here’s the best secret of all, Firen. You’re going to love this.” She drifted closer and locked onto his gaze. “The passage of time in the outside world travels far more slowly than in this place, at about one hundredth the pace. You can work on these forms for a full hour and when you leave, not even a minute will have passed. It’s the closest thing you can get to free time.”

Firen’s face of utter astonishment made Vasha laugh out loud. He finally responded with a stammering voice. “W-When do we start?”

Vasha’s eyes brightened as the glint of hunger returned to her features. “Right after this.”

Then she dove into his soul.
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Tarly awoke to a tempestuous wave of bonding magic rocking her cocoon amidst the smell of griddled rockling eggs for breakfast.

“They’re at it again,” said Keemee.

“Nrghhhh,” said Tarly, stretching her limbs. “What’s that?”

“They’re bonding again.”

Oh.

Tarly peered over to see her dad’s sleep cocoon swaying gently amidst the waves of magic. His eyes were closed and he had a blissful expression painted on his features.

“Is that normal? I thought it was all over,” said Tarly.

“Yes, yes, it’s quite common. Though not at all tactful for those of us still finding a bondmate.”

“Don’t worry,” she said, nuzzling her head against the tip of his flame. “You’ll find a dragon to bond with sooner or later.”

“Or maybe not a dragon at all,” said Keemee quietly.

“What?”

He ignored her and drifted to the dining hollow’s entrance, following the scent of freshly prepared food. “I’m getting some of that tea. Let me know when they’re done. I need to talk to Vasha about mechs.”

Tarly apprehensively eyed her father’s swaying cocoon. “Wait—don’t leave me here!” She hastily unbuckled the hatch of her bed. “I’m coming too!”


CHAPTER 27
A BOLD PROPOSAL



Firen drifted into the dining hollow a quarter hour later, yawning as he settled onto a leather cushion near the dining area. The same servant from last night served them a piping hot breakfast of various hive delicacies, accompanied by a new assortment of flavored ice. Tarly was finishing off her last shellful when Adjudicator Harding arrived with a summons from the queen.

“She will meet with you in her antechamber. That’s part of her personal quarters,” he said, adding some dramatic emphasis to the fact.

Apparently, that’s something special.

Vasha dabbed her flame into a hot gel capsule, wicking up the last of its contents before turning to the dragon. “Thank you, Adjudicator. I must also thank Diggy for lending me his fire cocoon. I haven’t slept that well in ages. Lead on, sir.”

As they exited the hollow, Vasha beckoned to Keemee and he fluttered onto Firen’s shoulder beside her.

“You’ve been acting strange lately,” said Vasha.

“I have?” asked Keemee, fading to a weaker hue of purple.

Vasha responded with silence and a brilliant flicker, glaring at him.

“Look,” he said, “I was going to wait until we were somewhere more private to chat about it. I sparked with the ship’s elemental, Esme. It was different. It was intimate.”

Vasha’s flame sprang higher. “Blazes! You have soul parity? With an elemental?”

“I suppose so.” Keemee shrugged with his flame. “What does that mean?”

“I’ve never heard of it before.” Vasha paused. “There’s a story in our system’s history of a sprite that once bonded with an ice drake, but they’re in the same family as dragons, so I never thought much of it. But a crystal elemental? There’s decidedly nothing dragon-like or fire-like about that.”

“I can’t stop thinking about that moment when we sparked.”

“That sounds like the real thing, then. However, here’s the most important question: Are the feelings mutual?”

“I don’t know. She keeps giving me these weird side glances that I can’t figure out.” Keemee turned his flame to face her fully. “That’s the other thing. It’s great that our souls are aligned, but I’m not sure if our personalities are compatible. She’s serious and technical and … well, boring. I don’t know if I could stand to be around her for, y’know, forever. Am I crazy?”

“That’s an alarm bell you should pay attention to. Better you never bond at all than with someone you can’t tolerate. That would be an unending hell.” Then Vasha softened her tone. “But what if that’s not it at all? What if you simply don’t know each other very well? From the little you’ve interacted with Esme, can you honestly say you know her well enough to make that kind of judgment? You should spend more time together in as many varied scenarios as possible. Find out what truly drives her, what she cherishes, and what she fears. Allow her to open up.”

Keemee snorted. “You’re telling me this, but you didn’t do any of that with Firen! You two just dove right in!”

Vasha’s flame dimmed. “That’s fair. It seemed overwhelmingly obvious to me that we were meant to be together. Firen?”

She patted her flame against the dragon’s neck, and lightning bolts of pleasure struck deep into his soul.

Every touch is still like the first.

Firen cleared his throat as they bobbed along. “Sorry, Keemee, I’m new to this whole bonding thing. There was no doubt in my mind about Vasha, but that doesn’t mean it has to be that way.” Firen paused as he pondered. “It sounds like Esme doesn’t interact much with dragons or, well, anyone very often. You said she’s serious and boring, but maybe she hasn’t let her guard down yet. I guess I’m saying: Give it a chance, but don’t rush in either.”

Keemee sighed. “That sounds like good advice. Especially to someone like me who has no clue what they’re doing.”

“Perhaps you could ask her out on a date?” asked Vasha.

Keemee’s flame stilled. “And pray tell, Ambassador: Precisely where would a purple sprite take a crystal elemental for a date when they’re both stuck inside a giant ship at war with an unspeakable horror?”

Firen chuckled.

“When you put it like that, I don’t know, alright?” Vasha slapped her flame at him. “Usually, a date involves food. Do you even know what she eats?”

“Wild ether, apparently.”

Vasha turned to Firen. “Where’s the largest source of wild ether in this system?”

“In the entire system? You’re asking the wrong dragon. I’ve only been to five asteroids in my entire life. Although I’ve heard the volcanoes on InBelt are breathtaking. I imagine the ether there is wilder than ever.” He peered at Keemee. “You love that magma tea. There you could wallow in more magma than you can dream of. Sounds like a win-win.”

Keemee’s flame stilled once again. “That sounds fantastic!”

Vasha snorted.

“Now you only need to get there,” said Firen. “I imagine her schedule is, uh, quite full with her managing one of only eight hive ships in the system.”

“Minor details,” said Keemee, waving him off. “Barely a setback. It’s almost too easy.”

Firen chuckled as they turned a corner to arrive at the imposing entrance of the queen’s antechamber. If the towering gold doors were any hint of their location, then the floating royal guards with wings splayed wide were a dead giveaway. Firen absently noticed that the guard on the right was Elite Bikka, who had previously guided them to the combat floors.

Her turn in the rotation for the queen’s quarters must have come up.

He caught her giving Tarly a wink when no one else was looking.

The guards’ display was precisely that: a show. They folded their wings and drifted aside a moment later, using their dense tails to slide the gold doors apart as they went.

They must have been expecting us.

Adjudicator Harding led them into a surprisingly cozy hollow that appeared purposefully designed to host intimate gatherings. It was lushly decorated with burgundy and gold cushions, each one topped with a generous swath of luxurious long-haired fur from some exotic creature. The cushions were unmistakably lavish, an unapologetic display of opulence that covered the entire chamber from floor to ceiling, except for the numerous gaps left intentionally vacant for artistic mosaics to peek through.

At first, Firen doubted the queen could fit in such a small space. Yet there she was, lounging on the largest cushion in the room in her shrunken form, a meager five times Firen’s size.

“Do come in and make yourselves comfortable,” said Queen Remy, gesturing to the cushions. “We have many things to discuss.”

On cue, Diggy appeared on her shoulder with a flash of purple light. He was similarly shrunken in size, almost to the same height as Keemee and Vasha.

When all her guests were seated, she began.

“First, we have informed the empress of the threat of The Reek via longwave communication. Longwave is not nearly as effective as sparking, but it’s all we have at these distances. We’re still several days from the empress’ palaces on InBelt at our current cruising speed.”

The queen settled further onto her sprawling cushion. “Before you hear what I say next, it’s important you understand the empress’ position. She has not seen you, Vasha, and Keemee with her own eyes. She knows nothing of the power you contain, nor the overwhelming number of sprites arriving in our system. To be clear, I mentioned those precise facts in my message, but it’s one thing to see millions of sprites yourself via a sparked memory and quite another to hear it via a longwave message. Believe it or not, with the political machinations in the empress’ court lately, this kind of outlandish claim carries about as much heft as common hearsay.”

The queen shifted her haunches, appearing visibly uncomfortable as her rear claws kneaded the cushion. “As such, she expressly forbade us from performing a mass spark on the ship’s occupants. She was deeply concerned it would induce outright pandemonium and a potential mutiny scenario.” Firen noticed the queen almost rolled her eyes at that statement but appeared to stop herself at the last second. “That is not to say that Vasha and Keemee should stop sparking with dragons individually. On the contrary, I’m relying on you two to continue to spread the word. However, by the empress’ direct command, we are to return to OutBelt to verify The Reek as a credible threat with our own eyes. You likely didn’t even notice the shift in our momentum, but we have already turned around. Within twenty hours or so, we’ll be there.”

Her audience was silent for several seconds before Vasha felt compelled to object.

“Your Majesty, The Reek is extremely contagious, as you’ve undoubtedly seen from my memories. This is a dangerous venture indeed.”

The queen smiled ruefully. “That’s not even the worst of it. We’re sending a scouting squad of elites specifically to Narmoroth in an attempt to find the remains of Deep Space One. Despite my vehement objections, that is the empress’ will in the matter, and it is final.”

“I hope it’s worth the cost,” said Keemee. He stared at the queen with his flame stilled. “Every one of those elites will be turned into a weapon against you. Every. Last. One.”

“I must agree with Keemee, Your Majesty. The Reek specifically targets elite dragons to turn them into graybane, which are significantly more dangerous variants. You will be handing the enemy a gift on a gold platter.”

The queen nodded. “That’s where you come in.”

A sudden silence descended on the chamber.

“Uhh, what?” asked Tarly.

“Not you, darling,” said the queen, turning to Firen. “You. I’d like you and Vasha to join the scouting team.”

“You can’t be serious,” blurted Firen before clamping a claw over his mouth.

Her jaws smirked. “Oh, but I am, Master Blazerunner.”

Firen took one look at Tarly and shook his head. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, but you can kiss my scaly blue ass.”

Adjudicator Harding gasped with horror, but the queen burst into laughter, clapping her claws together. “So delightful to hear the bare naked truth for a change!” When Harding’s frown deepened, she bobbed her snout at his magical bracelet with a grin. “Oh, come now, Harding. Your truthlet has never glowed so green!”

Her gaze returned to Firen, and the mirth fled from her face. “To be clear, I’m not asking you to be involved in close combat. Esme informed me of your woeful shortcomings there.” She gave a polite cough into her clenched fist. “That is not to say you won’t progress in due time. But putting you so close to the action at this juncture would be a true fool’s errand.”

Firen winced.

Damn all-seeing elemental.

“I’m merely asking you to intervene from a distance as you see fit. Taking ‘potshots’, if you will. The mech we have in mind is already armed with a flameburst cannon with a range of a thousand wings. I’m of the opinion that your powerful bond with Vasha will enable you to fire from an even greater distance. But we need a live test against The Reek to determine its effective range. It’s no use being able to hit The Reek from a thousand wings if it only gives them a mild skin rash.

“Your bonding with Vasha is the most impressive I’ve ever seen,” she continued. “If my hunch is correct, when millions of her star kin arrive, it will bring about a new age in our system where those kinds of bonds are the norm. We must know how potent your bonded powers are against The Reek. Our system’s entire battle strategy depends on it.”

The queen turned her attention to Vasha and Keemee. “Now, I happened to notice the stark absence of mechs in your memories.”

Keemee nodded slowly with his flame. “We were just talking about that over breakfast. The mechs are a unique advantage in this system. If we can somehow combine your mech power with our sprite power, we might stand a chance.”

Queen Remy returned the sprite’s nod with one of her own. “Our elemental was informing me of her new name when she mentioned that you were inspired by one of our arena battles.” She abruptly turned to the wall and raised her voice. “Come on out, Esme. I know you’re there.”

The face of the elemental pieced itself together and rose from a framed crystal square set on the wall. “I-I’m sorry friends. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop when you were watching the mech battle.”

Tarly furrowed her brow in an annoyed expression, but Keemee casually dismissed Esme’s apology. “It’s fine, don’t worry about it,” he said. “You told everyone you would keep an eye on us, didn’t you? It’s no secret.”

The queen’s eyes glittered approvingly at the sprite. “The fight between two battle-class mechs is a perfect example of what I’m talking about. As you saw, our battle mechs have certain abilities⁠—”

“Oh, Dad, you missed it!” said Tarly. “It was amazing! The mech used a special ability to lock its scales in place and block these big thwacks from the other one. The big yellow one was like—BAM!—then the brown mech was like, ‘Oh no you don’t!’ and was like—WHAM!—and there was crashing and smashing and fire! You woulda loved it!”

The queen couldn’t help but grin at Tarly’s enthusiasm, easily forgiving the fact that she’d been so rudely interrupted. It was clear she had a soft spot for the youngling.

Firen smiled, rubbing his knuckles on his daughter’s crown. “It sounds amazing, Tar. You’re right—I would have loved all that.”

“Well, you’re going to love this, then,” said Queen Remy. “Before we get too carried away, we should all be on the same page. Diggy, would you please impart the requisite knowledge of our mech capabilities to our guests?”

The indigo sprite dutifully rose from the queen’s shoulder and swept through the room, sparking swiftly with each guest before returning to his perch.

Diggy’s spark promptly filled the gaps in Firen’s knowledge. There was a strict hierarchy to mechs, both in their classes and their models:

THE MECH CLASSES AND MODELS OF SARDIS

Utility Class: Manual interface.

Variants include mining mechs, transport mechs, general purpose, etc.

Battle Class: Partial mental interface.

Model Name / Level 1 Upgrades

Bracing / Speed

Stalwart / Speed, Defense

Lancing / Speed, Defense, Attack

Elite Class: Total mental interface. Sprite-compatible.

Model Name / Level 2 Upgrades

Valorous / Speed

Defiant / Speed, Defense

Vengeful / Speed, Defense, Attack

Vasha’s flame grew tall. “Your Majesty, tell us about the elite class mechs!”

“I was getting to that, thank you, Ambassador.” The queen grinned at the bubbling excitement from her guests. “Our elite class mechs are nothing short of a technological miracle in that they’re sprite-compatible. They can tap into the power of the pilot’s bonded sprite to amplify the mech’s abilities.”

“What?!” said Keemee.

The queen beamed. “Oh, yes. A feat the magic academy on InBelt is exceedingly proud of. The very atoms of the mech become aligned in direct parity with the sprite to enable powers we hadn’t even dreamed of.”

Tarly raised a tentative talon. “Um, Your Majesty. What’s an atom?”

The queen opened her jaws only to freeze in position with a querulous expression. “I truly have no idea. Esme?”

“Why, atoms are the building blocks of the universe! They make up every known material, gas, fluid, everything! They bind together in complex combinations to form any element you’ve ever heard of. Atoms are remarkable!”

Esme paused, realizing she was breathing hard and her words were racing together. She made a conscious effort to calm herself before speaking again. “Does that answer your question?”

“I have no idea what you just said,” replied the queen. She vaguely waved a claw. “Regardless, my point is that Diggy’s specialty also affects any elite mech I’m piloting. He can boost its size to a certain degree.”

Vasha was stunned, taking several seconds to respond. “That’s … miraculous.”

Queen Remy’s smile curled into a smirk at the edge of her jaws. “Quite. One of the miracles of magic combined with technology, or so I’m told. Apparently, these complex magics perform inordinately well when in close cohabitation. It amplifies all their … um … atoms, by at least … Well, I’m not sure. A great deal, let’s say.”

Esme pursed her lips. “Cohabitation of magic isn’t a very accurate description of what’s occurring at the atomic level.”

The queen sighed and turned to her guests. “Fine. It seems the only explanation I’m qualified to give is that elite mechs are altogether badass. Good enough?”

“Good enough for me!” said Keemee, twirling about with a sudden flourish. He was obviously more excited than Firen and Vasha. After all, he wasn’t being asked to march toward certain death. “Let’s give ‘em hell!” he said, spinning again.

“But Your Majesty, what does this have to do with us?” asked Firen.

“Because your soul bond with Vasha is so potent, I want you to use an elite mech against The Reek to see what happens.”

“You want me to pilot an elite mech?” asked Firen with goggled eyes before swallowing hard.

“Yes,” she said, lazing demurely on her cushion. “Not just any elite mech. My elite mech.”

She shot him a look of wry amusement.

“Do try not to break it.”
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Tarly didn’t know what to think after the meeting with the queen. As they drifted into the guest suite, her emotions were roiling even more than her new heartfire.

The queen gave them a miserly half-hour to make their decision, which Tarly thought was so short as to be ridiculous. Yet Queen Remy impressed upon them that she had a full day of strategic meetings planned based on their reply. They could not afford to wait. Otherwise, it would delay the start of the mission and put the entire hive ship in danger by idling within flying range of an enemy threat.

Firen had almost objected that nobody on Narmoroth could fly, even before being infected by The Reek and certainly not after. Then he thought of the spores from Vasha’s memories and realized it didn’t matter.

He shuddered as a cold trickle of fear raced down his spine, his thoughts inevitably turning to his daughter floating beside him. “What do you think, Tar?”

“I don’t know, Dad.” Her eyes were unfocused, staring distantly as her spinning mind went into overdrive. “The Reek … it’s so scary.”

Firen smiled, giving her forelimb a light squeeze. “You’re right, of course. But besides it being so scary, how do I keep you safe? That’s what I care about.” He exhaled. “The problem is I don’t know if it’s safer to run away or to stay and fight.”

Tarly snorted. “That’s easy, silly. Running away is much safer for you.”

He peered deep into the shimmering green pools of her eyes. “I’m not talking about me. What is safer for you?” He poked her gently with an outstretched talon. “If we somehow manage to flee, yet no one stands up to The Reek, they’ll only grow into an unstoppable force and catch up to us later. On the other claw, if we could fight back and stop them here, it would save millions of lives. Including yours.”

“You just want to drive the queen’s mech!” said Tarly, punching his shoulder.

Firen raised his claws and chuckled. “It’s elite class, Tar. I’m sorry, but it’s far more important than your measly little life!”

“Hey!”

She tackled him and they spun in a tangle across the dining hollow. While they wrestled, she snaked around him, holding one of his forelimbs behind his back with all her strength.

“I yield! Don’t kill me!” mocked Firen.

Tarly snorted and gave him a peck on the cheek before letting him go. Vasha descended onto Firen’s shoulder.

“May I share my opinion?” asked the sprite.

“Always,” said Firen, beaming.

“I side with the queen. Millions of sprites are on their way here, and a live test against The Reek would be invaluable. Perhaps we discover we only need a thousand bonded dragons. Then, the decision to stand against The Reek is obvious. But if the test fails catastrophically and we surmise that even ten million bonded dragons wouldn’t be enough, then we know without a doubt that we must flee.”

Firen held his chin with his claw. “That decides it.”

“So you’ll do it?” asked Adjudicator Harding, drifting into the suite.

Firen pointedly ignored Tarly’s haunted glare. “We’re in.”

Harding exhaled. “Excellent. Then please proceed to mech training on floor twenty-five immediately. The soldiers there are already waiting for you.”

Firen’s brow scrunched. “Already waiting? How did the queen know what we would decide?”

The adjudicator shrugged. “She’s done this a long time. She’s very good at reading dragons and their motivations. And let’s face it, we’re talking about the queen’s elite mech here. Do you know how many other dragons have ever piloted that thing?”

When Firen shook his head, the adjudicator huffed.

“None.”


CHAPTER 28
THE QUEEN’S MECH



Harding led Firen and Vasha down to the mech training levels that began at floor twenty-five. Tarly objected so fiercely to enduring another marathon training session that Firen reluctantly allowed her to take Keemee and visit Esme on the first floor. As he trailed behind the adjudicator, his thoughts kept returning to his daughter, causing him to doubt his decision.

I hope she’s okay.

“She’ll be fine, Firen,” said Vasha, reading his mind. “The interior of a hive ship is one of the safest locations in the system, in my opinion.”

Hmph. I guess you’re right.

The blue sprite patted her flame against his neck, replacing his anxiety with a shudder of pleasure that echoed in his soul.

They drifted through a humble doorway that broadened into a vast chamber bounded only by the distant walls of the ship’s hull. Oversized crystals bedecked the chamber’s ceiling a hundred wings above them. Throughout the sprawling chamber stood blockades of emerald walls that spanned from floor to ceiling, partitioning off scores of immense battle cells. The hexagonal design of the cells was identical to those on the combat floor, except these were far grander and with substantially reinforced sides.

A heavily scarred captain flew up to them and bobbed his chin at Adjudicator Harding. Something unseen passed between the two dragons before the captain spoke.

“This him?”

“Yes. This is the Queen’s Chosen,” said Harding, raising his snout defiantly. “Firen, Vasha, meet Captain Brinks. He’s a stubborn relic of the former queen’s personal guard that simply refuses to die.”

The captain took the insult on the chin and turned to appraise Firen, allowing a shade of unmistakable disappointment to color his features. “Not much to look at, are ya?”

Firen’s jaw clenched, but he said nothing.

What’s his problem?

Captain Brinks huffed, then shook his head. “Peachy. Hundreds of warriors here, bleeding their balls off for decades for a shot at an elite mech. Then, the queen gifts hers to an outsider. Hands it to him on a gold platter!”

“Do you take issue with the queen’s command?” asked Harding with clenched fists.

“Never!” Brinks drifted closer to Harding, glaring at him a mere claw-breadth from his face. “That is until today. And you can tell her I said that. This is rockling dung. Politics, pure and simple. Overlooking her own shipmates for an outsider. For shame!”

The captain leaned his head to the side and hacked a generous glob of spit onto the emerald floor.

He resumed his spiteful glare at Harding, jerking his chin to the right. “Come on, outsider. Let’s get you suited up. I’ll obey the queen’s command, but I don’t have to like it.”

Brinks flapped his wings and took off across the massive chamber with Firen trailing in his wake.

Every dragon they passed stopped what they were doing to watch them fly by. Firen couldn’t help but think of Tarly. The open hostility raised his hackles, and his protective fatherly instincts followed close behind.

Stand tall, Firen. You’re doing this for Tarly.

Brinks eventually approached one of the enormous battle cells and wasted no time willing a doorway into existence. Once the opening was securely sealed behind them, he returned his focus to Firen and finally noticed Vasha on his shoulder. The soldier’s brow furrowed.

“Can’t say I’ve seen that color before.” He shrugged. “No matter. So what’s your story? Rich noble’s son from InBelt? Trying out the queen’s mech in exchange for a favor of some kind?”

Firen laughed out loud. “Try again. I’m an ice miner from Narmoroth, where the mission is headed. Firen Blazerunner, sir.”

By the astonishment on the captain’s face, that response was wholly unexpected. “Narmoroth? Blazes, you’re an OutBelter?” The grizzled veteran narrowed his eyes, scratching a knot on his chin where an old wound hadn’t properly healed. “But the Queen’s Chosen, hmm? Not sure where you fall in the chain of command, to be honest. I don’t know whether I should salute you or kick your ass.” He snorted at his own joke. “What in the hell’s Remy playing at?”

Firen pointed at Vasha with his chin. “It’s because we have a powerful bond. The queen wants to see what we can do against The Reek.”

“The what now?”

“Allow me,” said Vasha, leaping onto the dragon’s snout and slapping him with a spark.

When the captain’s eyes unglazed a few seconds later, his forelimbs tensed. “Hot dung, you’re bringing that drama here?”

To Firen’s surprise, the spark hadn’t pacified Brinks but rather stoked his ire.

“No one brought it here,” said Vasha, flaring brightly. “We came to warn this system in advance, but The Reek had already arrived.” Vasha huffed. “Can we count on your support, Captain? Or should I inform the queen you’re too craven for the fight?”

“Is that a threat?” The dragon spat on the floor again. “You’ll have to try harder than that, little sprite. I’ve defended this hive for the last two centuries. The queen knows she can count on me, no matter who or what says otherwise.”

“My name is Ambassador Vasha, Captain.”

“Well, just so you’re aware, O Ambassador of Spriteness, I’m taking point on this mission. Once we’re out there, my orders are to be obeyed without question. If you have any problems with that, we’d best get them out of the way now. There can’t be any hesitation during a live engagement, or lives will be lost.”

Firen raised his claws. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. We’re all on the same team here. You want to protect the hive, and so do we. There’s no reason for this hostility.”

Brinks replied with an icy glare.

It was Vasha who broke the impromptu stare down, pivoting her flame to examine the empty battle cell. “So, this mech … where is it?”

“Should be arriving any moment, most esteemed Ambassador.”

Firen gave the captain his most pleading look. “Come on. Please?”

Brinks huffed, then turned his back to them. Nevertheless, he deemed them worthy enough to elaborate. “Elite mechs are so big we can’t ferry them from the space dock using the usual tunnels and elevators. Instead, the elemental has to shuttle them up here by forming a chain of cavities in the ship’s hull. It’s painfully slow, but it gets the job done.”

“That must cost an inordinate amount of ether,” said Vasha.

Brinks merely grunted.

A smiling emerald face formed on the wall behind them. “Hello, Vasha. Firen. The queen’s mech is inbound. Where would you like it?”

The captain’s eyes swelled at the informal greeting, then grew even larger when Firen responded to the elemental by name.

“Hey. Esme,” said Firen casually, glancing at the captain’s back that was still turned. “I guess in the middle of the chamber. Unless you have a better idea? Captain?”

Brinks’ voice echoed over his shoulder. “Perhaps you should ask your pet what she thinks?”

Jeez, what an asshole.

Vasha remained silent and Esme grimaced, giving Firen a pained smile before retreating into the wall.

A moment later, the crystalline floor peeled apart with a ragged edge that dissolved into green mist. A gleaming mech rose from the depths, ascending to tower over them.

Firen had to consciously shut his jaws from hanging open. The queen’s mech was a masterpiece of magical engineering. The thing thrummed with a celestial power he felt reverberating in his bones. Its head alone towered several wings tall, and its armor was comprised of countless steel plates, layered in rows like the scales they imitated. Vibrant swaths of gold and burgundy highlighted the mech’s components in the emblematic colors of Deep Space Six.

Not a single bolt, screw, or cable was evident on its frame. For all outward appearances, it was as if a colossal dragon had been dipped in liquid steel and given an armament worthy of a god. For mounted on its right foreshoulder was a truly gargantuan flameburst cannon, with a diameter greater than Firen’s entire body from head to tail.

On its opposing foreshoulder was a contraption of unfamiliar design which had Firen stumped. It was a relatively crude metal box with what looked like a spring-loaded trap door mounted to its front.

“What’s the other weapon there?” asked Firen, pointing with his wing thumb.

“A laser net. The queen’s weapon of choice. You familiar with her sprite?”

Firen nodded, but his frown persisted.

“Diggy can resize the net at will.” Brinks raised his shoulders, allowing a hint of pride to color his features. If Firen wasn’t mistaken, the presence of the prodigious mech had improved the captain’s mood. “One year at the Hive Championships, the queen netted the entire battlefield of mechs. At once. Over a dozen mechs were defeated within seconds.” The dragon chuckled. “Since then, it’s been her trademark weapon. Well, until she stopped competing because she got too big.”

“Can’t you just build a bigger mech?” said Vasha.

The captain huffed. “It ain’t that easy. The mind pod has a casing of emerald that becomes unstable at a certain point.”

“Mind … pod?” said Firen.

The soldier jerked his head at the steel behemoth’s chest. “Get in. You’ll see.”

The captain kicked off the floor and glided to the mech’s chest piece, where a sealed cockpit would normally reside. When the wall of polished metal didn’t react to his arrival, he beckoned them forward.

Firen shunted off with Vasha on his shoulder. This time, when he approached the mech, the gleaming chest retracted multiple layers of heavy shielding to reveal the strangest cockpit he’d ever seen. It looked like a sleep cocoon, except its outer hatch was covered in thousands of tiny emeralds.

“Good,” said the captain. “Your ether signature has already been keyed to the machine. At least someone around here is competent.” He looked around for the elemental so his compliment wouldn’t be wasted, but she’d disappeared without warning, as she was known to do. When he returned his attention to the strange cocoon, he gestured Firen forward.

“This is a full immersion cockpit. From the look on your face, I can tell you’ve never seen one. That’s alright. There’s nothing to it. Once the pod seals shut, the crystals inside grow like blazes. They’ll form around your body in a perfectly sealed shell. It acts as a bombardment shield, cushioning your body from violent impacts, insulating you from poisonous gasses—all that good stuff. It should even block those nasty little spores you showed me. The ether you breathe is absorbed straight through the crystal. Other than that, nothing gets in or out.”

The captain paused to chuckle. “And if you ever think you might need to use a dung bag soon, make sure you take care of that business well in advance. Otherwise, you’ll create a helluva mess and have the engineers cursing your name for months.”

He slapped a claw against the sealed cocoon, causing its lid to flip open with a hiss. “Once this thing latches onto your mind, you’ll be oblivious to your surroundings.” He cocked an eye at Firen. “You’ve used a mental interface before, right?”

“Yes,” said Firen. He couldn’t look the dragon in the eye as more words tumbled from his jaws. “For a grand total of four steps.”

“What?”

“Got a dozen years experience with a manual though. Utility mechs were all we had at the ice mine.”

“Shave my fangs, you’re serious.” The captain turned to the side and spat. “Well, isn’t this a dungstick with a party hat on top?” Brinks began to shake his head but then froze when the motion dislodged a memory of The Reek, causing an unexpected shudder to rattle down his spine. “Look, Blazerunner, just get in the pod. You’re gonna have to learn the hard way.”

“What do I do?” asked Vasha.

The captain frowned. “Diggy normally sits on the queen’s shoulder, and the crystal forms around them both.”

Vasha’s flame flickered. “That seems suboptimal to me. I’ll be in Firen’s heartfire unless something better presents itself.” The azure flame disappeared into the chest of her bonded, evoking a ripple across his pectoral muscles.

The captain arched an eyebrow but said nothing.

Firen drifted past Brinks and settled into the mind pod. The device was currently little more than an empty shell, with a generous dose of empty space surrounding his body.

How big was the queen when she outgrew this? Three times my size?

He was about to lower the lid when the captain stopped him.

“I’ll be giving you orders through here,” he said, tapping a talon against his comms earpiece. “Orders, Blazerunner—ones you must obey. Got that?”

“Understood.”

“Oh. One more thing.” A sly grin teased at the captain’s jaws. “This mental interface is different. It’s strong.”

Firen nodded. “I won’t be aware of my surroundings. You mentioned that.”

“Not that.” Brinks snorted. “You’ll be able to feel the impacts occurring. Like I said, it’s full immersion. So, when you get hit, you’ll know it.”

“Wait, what⁠—”

The captain tossed him a wink and snapped the lid shut.

Firen’s body was instantly doused in a green glow. He peered around inside the empty shell and spotted tiny fingers of emerald crystal growing rapidly toward him.

“Relax. Take deep breaths,” said Vasha’s voice in his head.

Can you see through my eyes when you’re in my heartfire?

“Not exactly. It’s more of a shared awareness of your environment.”

The frayed edge of growing emerald touched Firen’s curled feet, prickling him. He had to steel every ounce of his will to stop from jerking away.

Not exactly comfortable.

Over the next several seconds, the sensation swept along his back, over his folded wings, and every inch of his body. Once his head was fully encased, his consciousness fled and a translucent screen lit up inside his mind:

Startup diagnostic check …

ELITE CLASS - VENGEFUL MODEL

Systems:

Guidance/Comms: 100% [Online]

Propulsion: 100% [Online]

Armor: 100% [Online]

Fuel: 100%

Defensive features:

Evasive burst: 100% [Online]

Scale lock: 100% [Online]

Offensive features:

Flameburst cannon: 100% [Online]

Laser net: 100% [Online]

Utility features:

Rock cutter: 100% [Online]

Talon integrity: 100% [Online]

As with Firen’s previous experience of a mental interface, the translucent letters faded into obscurity and were replaced by a three-dimensional mech wireframe. This time, no flashing alarms were displayed, and the display soon shrank away to his periphery.

An audio signal crackled in his ears.

“... kshhhhhhhh—an you hear me?”

“Yes, I can now, Captain,” said Firen.

“Receiving you loud and clear, Blazerunner. Try opening your eyes. You’ll have to will it to happen using your mind.”

Firen complied and concentrated briefly. His vision went from black to a foggy white in an instant. He instinctively raised his foreclaws and peered down at them, inspecting the glistening steel talons of the mech with stunned fascination. His memory informed him these claws were gigantic, but here he was, staring at them as if they were a perfectly ordinary size. When he flexed a claw into a fist, the mannerism felt natural.

“Take it easy at first,” said the captain in his ear. “That’s an order. Your mind will take a few minutes to get attuned the first time. Try walking to the edge of the battle cell, but nothing more.”

Firen obeyed, urging his body onward. The view through the mech’s eyes progressed, indistinguishable from what he would expect to observe with his real eyes. To Firen, the mech’s eyes were his, and the motion felt wholly unremarkable. Before he knew it, he was at the towering wall of the battle cell. It wasn’t nearly as grand as before.

“Alright, dungstick,” said Brinks. “Try this. Gently clench your fist and punch the wall. Gently.”

Once again, Firen followed the captain’s orders to the tee. But when his fist connected with the barrier, it created a bright flash of light.

“Ouch!” said Firen. “That hurt!” he said, shaking out the pain from his claw. Except it wasn’t his real claw at all, but the mech’s steel claw that shook up and down in his vision. It felt exactly the same.

“What’d I tell ya?” said the captain. “Complete immersion, for better or worse. Most of the time, it’s for the better, otherwise we’d disable the feature. But this way you know precisely what part of your mech is under attack because you feel it.”

“Can it actually hurt me?”

“No, not at all. Unless you count being paralyzed from the neck down by mental hyper-trauma.”

“Stars above.”

The captain chuckled at that.

Is he joking?

“Just don’t think about it, soldier. It’s all in your mind.”

“How do I talk with Vasha from here?”

“Oh, I hear you perfectly, Firen,” said Vasha within his mind. “It’s an unusual view for me. I don’t have direct physical contact with the crystal interface from within your heartfire, but I can still see what’s going on through your eyes and read your thoughts. Captain Brinks, are you able to hear my speech through the mental interface?”

Brinks grunted. “Loud and clear. All systems appear normal from my end, so let’s proceed to the weapons test. First, without Vasha’s power, then with it. Firen, I want you to back away from the wall for a few steps. Then, use your mental will to engage the flameburst cannon. Fire a single burst at the wall, nothing more. It should come naturally using the mental link.”

Firen imagined the cannon on his shoulder and willed it to activate. The mech responded promptly, warming up the armament until a roaring fireball jetted out and globbed onto the wall.

“That was easy!”

“Cool your fire, dungstick—even younglings can do that. Now’s the hard part. I want you to visualize drawing on your sprite’s power to infuse the cannon. Fire it up as hot as you like, then let go with a good, solid blast in the exact same spot. Ambassador, you can help by pushing the power toward Blazerunner. At least, that’s how I’ve heard the queen explain it. Nice and easy now.”

“Got it,” said Firen.

Let’s do this.

His jaws curled into a mischievous grin as he poured every ounce of his will into the cannon. Its fiery center surged into a raging blue tempest, vibrating on his titanic shoulder with barely controlled power. When Firen couldn’t hold it any longer, he let the shot loose.

A concentrated beam of azure light erupted from the weapon, shattering the cell wall into a billion fragments before plunging into the distant side of the ship. The blue beam tore a jagged hole in the ship’s hull two hundred wings wide before petering out.

Firen strained his eyes to peer at the tear they’d created, and the mech zoomed in, intuitively understanding his desire. The hull breach had the appearance of a tattered black cloak peppered with twinkling stars.

Those are stars. Did we overdo it?

“Nonsense,” said Vasha.

There was an enduring silence over the intercom before the captain finally came back online. When he did, his voice was full of heat.

“Dammit, Blazerunner! Didn’t I say to go nice and easy?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. I, uh, didn’t know that would happen.”

“Well, congratulations, dungstick. Now we gotta get a cleaning bot in to take care of the mess I made. I hope you’re happy.”

“What?”

Brinks’ trademark huff was unmistakable, even over the intercom.

“I shat all over the floor.”


CHAPTER 29
OFFENSE AND DEFENSE



Captain Brinks let out a low whistle. “The elemental just sent me a message. She’s pissed, Blazerunner. Said she’s gonna kick your ass up and down the ship, or words to that effect.”

Firen rolled his eyes, one of the scant few gestures the mech couldn’t translate.

I highly doubt Esme said that.

“Gotta say though, that was badass. There’s hope for you yet, OutBelter. Here’s a freebie: That cannon also has a shorter-range spread attack, in case you ever get swarmed by enemies. Might be a good option for those freakish spores out there. Save that one for later. Now, how do you feel after taking that shot?”

Firen shrugged, and he felt the hulking machine copy the motion. “I feel fine. Hang on, let me check the mech’s stats.”

When he focused on the appropriate stat with his mind, he was surprised that it hadn’t changed:

Offensive features:

Flameburst cannon: 100% [Online]

“Why is the cannon still at a hundred percent?” asked Firen. “That shot must have depleted something.”

“The percentage you’re looking at is the integrity of the weapon, not the ammunition. It’ll stay at a hundred unless it gets damaged or has some kind of meltdown from overuse. The ammunition came straight from you. As long as you and the ambassador can fuel it, it’ll keep firing.”

Sweet stars above. This is gonna be awesome.

“My ether reserves are barely depleted at all, from what I can tell. Vasha?”

“That was about a quarter of my total output,” she said. “But it’s already back to full again. My power refills quickly when I’m inside your heartfire.”

“Blazes, you two are a total freak show,” said Brinks, laughing out loud. Something about their abilities had swung his mood to the positive.

“I’m glad you’re impressed,” said Firen hesitantly. “But you should know: I’m a terrible fighter in close combat. I tried telling Sergeant Narx, but he didn’t believe me until he saw it for himself. His exact words were that his dead grandfather could kick my ass.”

Brinks snorted. “Narx uses that old line all the time. Seriously though, if it comes to close combat with those spores, the mission is already doomed.

“Here’s more bad news,” he continued. “I can’t let you practice with that cannon anymore, even if it will be your primary weapon.” He waved a claw at their surroundings. “You could destroy the ship at this rate. Let’s switch to running through the defensive armaments. Did you see those listed on the mech readout when it booted up?”

“Uh, yes, sir.”

“Alright. They’re not complicated, so there’s not a ton of preamble here. The ‘Evasive burst’ means your mech can put on a brief burst of speed in exchange for a chunk of fuel. To activate it, you think about jetting to the side, and the mental interface should do the rest. Be warned, though: Soldiers with jumpy dispositions burn through their fuel way too fast because their poor mech thinks they want to burst everywhere they go. So watch that you don’t overuse it like a complete idiot, and don’t forget about the return journey, either. Keep enough reserve fuel for that, plus an additional twenty percent for incidentals. If your fuel runs out, you’re nothing but a floating snack. You never know what monster’s gonna swim out of the void and bite your ass.”

“Got it,” said Firen, grimacing.

The thought of being adrift in space, unable to protect Tarly, was his personal nightmare.

Better save the burst feature for dire emergencies.

“Next, the ‘Scale lock’ feature does what it says. It locks your mech’s scales in place, freezing your mobility for a split-second.”

Firen scratched his crown. “I think my daughter mentioned something about this one. Is it powerful?”

“It is when used appropriately. When your scales lock together, the mech’s defenses are stronger. It can better take a hit and absorb damage. To trigger it, imagine what it feels like to hunker down and raise your arms to block a powerful blow. That feeling of bracing to accept the blow tells the mental interface to trigger the feature. But again, there’s a downside. That split-second delay in your movement can be a bitch. It takes practice to get the timing right.”

The captain paused, considering what Firen had said about his close combat experience. “You’re gonna have to watch this one. Soldiers with years of combat training have a healthy instinct of when and how to take a hit. But you don’t have hot spit. Your body hasn’t learned to lean into the small strikes, so you’ll be bracing way more than you should. Just remember, if your mech starts locking up, quit acting like a baby.

“I’ll level with you, Blazerunner. You need weeks of training to get used to fighting with an elite mech. But we don’t have time for that. Mission go time is in a few hours. My best advice is: Stay out of enemy range, and be ready to run like hell.”

“These defensive features seem intuitive,” said Vasha’s voice through the mental interface. “What about the laser net? You skipped over that one.”

“Sure, give it a shot,” said Brinks. “It’s a solid weapon, once you get the knack of it. It doesn’t usually inflict much damage, and I can’t see it working against those spores, but it has its uses. Just don’t overdo it again, or the elemental will beat your ass.”

Firen focused on muting the mental interface, ensuring his following thoughts were for Vasha alone.

He certainly says ass a lot.

Vasha snorted. “Firen, draw on my powers when you’re in position,” she replied aloud. “I’m ready when you are.”

Firen pivoted the mech around with the simplest of thoughts. He then concentrated on the laser net mounted to his other foreshoulder and drew Vasha’s power into the weapon.

Brilliant blue ether poured into the net for several seconds until it glowed with such piercing brightness that it threatened to overwhelm the mech’s visual sensors. Firen unleashed it at the wall.

The laser net fired with such overwhelming power that it shattered the wall instantly and continued flying into the distance. It sliced through the hull and continued into space while the emerald fragments of the ship’s side lazily drifted apart.

With a thought, Firen retracted the laser net and it swept up every hulking piece of crystal into an enormous rolling ball of shards. Another yawning hull breach was left in the net’s wake, where yet more stars peeked through against the backdrop of black space.

Without warning, a massive crystal face formed on one of the few remaining battle cell walls.

“That’s quite enough!” said Esme.

Firen clasped the back of his neck, abashed—a gesture that appeared truly ridiculous when played out by such a massive machine.

“Sorry, Esme. We, uh, needed to know what we were dealing with.”

The elemental hmphed before her visage softened a fraction. “I’d be even more miffed if I wasn’t so fascinated with your abilities myself! I can work swiftly under pressure—I pride myself on that. But even I’m struggling when you’re sawing the ship in half! Besides, we’re still under the queen’s order to seal all exits, and here you are making new ones!”

Firen glanced back at the first hole they had made. Esme had already finished sealing it with an initial veil of emerald and was now layering thicker panes on top for strength.

“Yeah, you’ve got a point.”

“Of course I have a point!” said Esme. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll have the hull stable enough to rebuild your battle cell. But no more weapon tests!”

Brinks was chuckling again. “Priceless!”

Firen wore a crestfallen look that was oddly mirrored on the mech’s features. He tilted the machine’s massive head down to face the captain. “So that leaves what? Flying practice?”

The dragon nodded with a smirk. “You got it, dungstick.”
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Overall, Firen thought they made excellent progress. Within a few hours, he’d grown as comfortable encased within the giant mech as his own skin. His naturally high levels of strength and agility also paid significant dividends when amplified by the mech’s powers, his lack of combat experience notwithstanding.

Firen discovered the wonder of the evasive burst feature, emptying the mech’s fuel cells a full three times before he got the hang of limiting its use. It was a miracle of magical engineering, forcing the hulking machine to jerk to the side so fast that his artificial vision blurred. It took several attempts before he could execute the feat without slamming into the battle cell’s walls.

He was also able to mentally trigger the ‘Scale lock’ feature, although it was tricky to pull off without the threat of an actual opponent swinging at him. The momentary after-effect of the mech’s frozen mobility didn’t seem too bad, but perhaps that was because Firen wasn’t under duress like he would be in a real fight. He recalled those rare moments fighting Petra when the adrenaline thundering in his veins slowed time to a crawl. If his mech was unresponsive then, because of a poorly timed brace, it would damage his trust in the machine, even if the blame was ultimately his own.

He simply needed more time, but that was the one commodity they sorely lacked. He briefly considered using his new shared mindspace with Vasha to practice, but she had no memories of mechs they could utilize. He would have to do this the hard way: using physical repetition with a real machine.

But it was not going well.

His stance was poor, and his aim was off. He misunderstood the formations that the captain barked at him. He misheard commands. The captain’s military jargon alone was like an alien language that Firen didn’t have time to learn. Yet the dragon hurled insults at him as if his motivation was somehow the problem.

I need more time.

When he finally emerged from the mind pod, Firen’s body was covered in a wet sheen of humidity from his heaving breaths. He suddenly couldn’t wait to retire for another steaming citrine bath.

“No time for that,” said the captain. “The mission briefing with the drop team is in thirty minutes, right over there in that side chamber. Don’t worry, it’ll be short and sweet. It’ll have to be. The schedule on this mission is tighter than a rockling’s ass.”

As if to reinforce his words, Esme appeared behind him, urgently guiding the queen’s mech through the floor and back to the space dock.

The captain frowned at the moisture on Firen’s scales. “Hmph. Can’t have you getting scale rot, though.” Brinks sighed. “Alright, OutBelter. You’ve earned yourself fifteen minutes. Get your blue ass over to the heat room by the entrance to dry off. I’ll see you back here for the briefing.” The soldier locked onto Firen’s gaze. “Do. Not. Be. Late.”

Firen gave him a weak salute, secured Vasha on his shoulder and took off like a shot with a single beat of his wings.


CHAPTER 30
TOP OF THE SHIP



“Are you sure this is the right way?” asked Tarly. They were in a dank tunnel near the top of the ship. The passage was covered in a fine layer of emerald dust, and the sculling of Tarly’s wings created a dirty cloud in their wake. The route was so poorly maintained that even the ever-present dragoncoal lamps had winked out. But they knew they were getting close because of the increasing potency of the ether seeping from the crystal walls.

“I’m a sprite,” said Keemee. “I have an excellent memory.”

Tarly snorted. “Yes, as long as the memories are images. Remembering directions is different. Besides, you’re a male. Males are terrible with directions.”

Keemee flared his flame higher on her shoulder, partly to light the way and partly because of indignation. “I’ll be laughing all the way back when I prove you wrong.”

Tarly halted at a fork in the passage, gripping the floor with her claws so her wings could rest and the dust could settle. After several seconds of silence, she peered down at the sprite. “Which way?”

“There’s not supposed to be a fork here.”

“Ha! I knew it. You’re lost!”

“I’m not lost. I know exactly where I’m going. I just don’t know how to get there.”

Tarly didn’t bother hiding her grin.

“Let’s think of this rationally,” said Keemee. “We know Esme was worried about cleaning her space, and the dust has been getting worse. I say we double down and go for the dustier route of the two.”

“Which is? They look the same to me.”

“Well, it’s clearly the … erm. The left!”

Tarly shook her head with a smile. Nevertheless, she heeded the sprite’s words and scurried to the left. This was all very new and exciting to her. The fact they were lost made it even more so.

We’re not just lost. We’re lost on a hive ship!

Within a hundred wings, the tunnel weaved around to end at an emerald wall cut into a perfect spiral shape. It appeared to be a door of some kind that twisted open from its center. The whole thing was covered in an ancient layer of dust.

“This looks promising,” said Keemee. “How do you think we get in?”

Tarly shrugged, placed a claw against its surface, and willed it to open. The spiral door shuddered and groaned as it attempted to twist asunder. At the halfway point, it simply gave up, leaving a gaping hole in its middle that was the perfect size for Tarly’s juvenile frame.

As she drifted through with wide eyes, the wild ether funneling through the hole buffeted her body. The room on the other side was about fifty wings across, with a vaulted ceiling that rose to a single point above them—the apex of the entire ship.

Every inch of the ceiling and walls was covered in a slow-motion waterfall of tiny, tinkling emerald cuboids. The green blocks cascaded down the room’s edges in a river of rippling waves. The chamber’s base was a flat plane of crystal, and where it met the walls, the waterfall simply continued its descent, sweeping past the floor and out of view.

In the exact center of the chamber stood a far more substantial version of the tumbling blocks—a single solid emerald, a full wingspan tall that served no apparent purpose.

Tarly twirled around, gasping in awe at the room. When she drifted closer to the tall emerald, it rapidly began reassembling, gradually taking the shape of a bipedal figure with long, slender limbs. The edges of the block softened from hard lines into the shape of a robed garment the elemental was wearing.

Within seconds, Tarly was staring at Esme’s familiar visage, with her strangely smushed snout forming a petite flap of crystal skin on the front of her face. The weirdness didn’t end there, however. Rather than a crown of spines like a dragon, she possessed a long mane that grew from the top of her head and flowed down the back of her robe in fine crystal strands. And rather than concealed ear canals like a dragon, Esme had corrugated flaps beside her head that appeared utterly ridiculous. Strangest of all, the elemental had no tail, no wings, and a stubby neck barely a single claw breadth in length!

She’s so weird. But I still like her.

“Esme!” said Tarly. “We wanted to surprise you! Are you surprised?”

“I must admit I was otherwise engaged, undertaking a brief sleep cycle,” said the elemental. “Apologies for my lackluster welcome!”

The elemental leaned closer to Tarly. “That was a crystal joke. Lackluster. Get it?”

“Your sparkling personality made up for it,” said Keemee without a hitch.

“Ha!” Esme slapped her delicate hand over her mouth but failed to stifle the welling outburst. “Hahaha! Oh-HO! Very good, Keemee! Very, very good! May I borrow that one to relay to my elemental friends?”

“You have elemental friends?” said Tarly, looking around with genuine curiosity. Her brow drew together. “Wait—where?”

Esme shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I don’t have any here. They’re … you know, back home. In the Resonata System.” Her crystalline features turned subdued.

“Has it been long since you were home?” asked Keemee.

“Over eight hundred and ninety-two years.”

“Wow,” said Tarly. “You must miss them terribly.”

Esme smiled at the youngling. “That is not so long for a crystal such as I. We frequently live for hundreds of thousands of years.” She held out one of her palms and formed an emerald shard there that she held out as an example. “Think about it. What is the lifespan of a rock?” Then her smile fell. “Even so, there are days when I feel supremely alone.”

“We noticed the corridor on the way up here was a bit, uh, dusty,” said Keemee. “Why don’t you get out around the ship more often?”

Esme gestured to the cascading walls. “I can visit anywhere on the entire ship from here by interfacing with the walls. It’s exceedingly efficient.”

Keemee frowned. “Efficient, yes. But that’s no substitute for actually being there. This interface has limitations, right? You can’t peel your whole body out of the wall on floor twenty-four if you want to do some sparring like we saw yesterday. Don’t you have to be physically present for things like that?”

Esme pursed her lips. “You may recall me telling Gren: I am looking to get out more. However, I have no desire to undertake sparring of any kind.”

“Oh, I know! What about playing a round of blaze ball?” asked Tarly. “I heard there are several ball courts on floor eighteen. That would be so much fun!”

“I must admit I’ve been intrigued by the game. However, I’ve never been fortunate enough to be invited to play.”

Tarly’s eyes grew as wide as her smile. “Perfect! I’ll organize it! All we need is four people to have two teams of two. Oh, and I think sprites can play too, Keemee!”

The purple sprite’s flame stilled, losing all vigor and turning a dismal shade. “Blaze ball? Ugh! I’m terrible at games. You may as well ask me to juggle ice.”

“Pfft, don’t be like that, grumpy grouch,” said Tarly.

Esme tilted her face down to hide a bashful smile, pointing her big toe at the floor and circling it around. “I would love to play blaze ball with you, Keemee.” The elemental found she couldn’t raise her head to meet the sprite’s fiery gaze.

Keemee huffed and a spurt of yellow rose from his flame. “Fine.”

Esme excitedly patted her hands together, but Tarly was still fixated on the elemental’s stubby little toes. “Esme, your body is a very strange shape. Nothing is the right length. Like, at all. Why do you stand on your hind legs like that?”

Esme laughed out loud. “This ‘shape’, as you call it, is humanoid. I’m not sure where that term comes from, but my proportions are perfectly normal for my species, I assure you.”

“I once knew a sprite with a lava servant that was humanoid,” said Keemee. “Come to think of it, I wonder if that lava servant survived The Reek invasion. Like us sprites, he would have been immune to infection. He still would have had to avoid the physical attacks of infected dragons, though.”

Esme tapped her chin. “Perhaps it was a fire elemental wearing melted rock as a form of armor? It’s quite common.”

“Hmm, you could be right. He always used to walk around saying he was ‘hot stuff’ to try and get a reaction from us.”

“Ha! Oh, another good one!” said Esme, covering her mouth again.

Tarly examined the rest of the room. “So, can you give us the grand tour?” At the elemental’s quizzical look, she clarified. “You know,” she said, gesturing with a claw to the crystals tumbling down the walls. “This is where you’ve been hiding away for so long. Is there anything exciting you want to show us? Like where do you eat and sleep? What do you do for fun? All that good stuff!”

Esme gave them a strained smile. “Ah, yes, of course. That would be perfectly normal, wouldn’t it?” She shuffled forward in a curious fashion so that each striding step of her stubby, humanoid feet rose on a short column of crystal that maintained constant contact with the floor. It gave the appearance that she was walking on bipedal legs, yet she never lost touch with the ship as she took each step.

Esme guided them over to a particular section of the flowing wall. “This is the interface area I use to check in on the eggs in the nursery on floor nineteen. That’s one of my favorite, uh, hobbies, I suppose you could say.”

Without warning, Esme plunged her head into the wall, burying it up to her shoulders in the stream of crystal shards. It was as if she’d ducked her head beneath the surface of a green river that continued to sweep by uninterrupted.

Tarly gasped, but Esme removed her head a moment later and gave them an easy shrug. “They seem to be doing as well as always. The queen won’t undertake a major nesting cycle until the ship is docked safely at InBelt next month. So the only eggs in the nursery right now are the comparatively few made by adults that have coupled recently.”

“Can I take a look!?” asked Tarly, excitedly.

Esme stepped aside and gestured with one of her thin alien limbs. “By all means.”

Tarly drifted forward and gently pressed her forehead to the tumbling wall, subconsciously holding her breath as she made contact.

“Try to relax into the sensation,” said Esme. “You can keep your eyes closed if you wish. The crystals are perfectly adept at interfacing with you mentally.”

Tarly forced herself to relax, letting out her breath in the process. Before she knew it, her entire head was submerged.

A blurred picture gradually came into focus in her mind. She was peering out from the ceiling of a dimly-lit, hexagonal chamber. The chamber’s walls were about thirty wings across, and diminutive crystal mounds littered the floor, each one piled into the rounded doughnut shape of a nest. Only a fraction of the piles hosted a dragon egg, and several medics were floating about, checking on them. The dragons dutifully analyzed the eggs using obelisks that resembled handheld versions of Tarly’s monster compendium.

Tarly removed her head from the interface, and the image faded from her mind. When she opened her eyes, Keemee’s flame turned to her expectantly, but she merely shrugged. “It’s, ah, very nice. Looks the same as the nursery on Narmoroth, to be honest.”

Esme nodded, then gestured to an identical patch of cascading crystal beside her. “And this is where I interface with the propulsion catalyzers on floor seventy-three. They’re quite finicky, let me tell you! There’s always some alert vying for my attention. Somewhat a labor of love, I guess you could say.” She gave a sheepish laugh. “That’s most everything.”

“Could I try this one?” asked Keemee, floating to the wall.

“Um, you’re welcome to. However, I don’t believe the interface will work on a sprite.” Esme cocked her head. “Actually, now that I consider it, no sprite has ever visited me here to attempt it. I’m intrigued. Please proceed, Keemee. I’d like to record the results for future analysis.”

Keemee’s flame expelled another huff. “Nice to know I have some experimental value, I guess.”

He drifted to the wall without additional complaint and didn’t hesitate to submerge himself in the crystalline stream. A few seconds passed before the sprite reappeared, a half-wing further downstream from where he’d entered.

“Strange,” he said. “I couldn’t see a damn thing in there, but a few images were haphazardly thrown at me. Nothing clear, though. I was tempted to try sparking with the stream somehow, but I didn’t want to, uh, break anything.”

Keemee pivoted to Esme and received a gracious smile. “Thank you for that. You’re correct; a spark would have spoiled the experiment. The crystals in the interface are an extension of my body, so it would have had a similar effect to sparking directly with me. You would have received any memories I wished to transmit, but nothing more.” Esme’s smile took on a dreamy quality as she gave the sprite her full attention. “Of course, there is that overwhelming deluge of intimacy when we spark. I’ve never experienced anything like it. You can spark with me anytime, Keemee.”

“Wait,” said Tarly, waving a claw to get Esme’s attention and ruining her moment. “The wall is your body, too?”

The elemental waved an outstretched palm over her form. “Think of this embodiment as more of an avatar. It contains my core intellect crystal—my brain, so to speak. But its precise shape is more of a temporary construct to help you communicate in a manner you’re familiar with. My body is the ship.”

“Your body is the ship?” said Tarly, astonished.

Esme’s smile broadened once more. “Again, it’s not necessarily special for my species. It’s quite average.”

Keemee’s flame brightened. “Ah, I think I understand now. This physical figure you’re using is your main consciousness or whatever. You keep your feet stuck to the floor like that to stay connected to the ship, making it your body.”

“Precisely,” said Esme. “I have an unbroken connection to every crystal on the ship. I exert my will over it; and since it is uncontested by another elemental, it becomes my domain. My body.”

She subconsciously drifted closer to the sprite. “Keemee, your experience being submerged in my interface—I would love to examine this memory for myself. Purely for reasons of, erm … academic analysis! Yes, yes, that’s it. I have no doubt it would prove enlightening to my work here. Would you care to share it with me?”

When Keemee hesitated, she sweetened the deal. “I have some memories of our system’s mechs I would happily exchange. I think you’d find their various abilities intriguing.”

The elemental held out her delicate hand. Keemee stared at it, glinting in the soft light like jade porcelain. The limb seemed so foreign to him, yet it was beautiful in its own way.

He pivoted his flame to gaze at her face and stilled when he saw her eyes brimming with hope and her lower lip trembling.

Stars. What am I getting into?

“Sure, why not.”

Keemee leaped onto her outstretched palm, and his world faded to white.


CHAPTER 31
THE SPARK



As the rapid fluttering of sparks connected their dissimilar surfaces, Esme closed her eyes and arched her back, reveling in the feeling of deepest intimacy that flooded her soul. The rush of emotions brushed her physical world casually aside so that it faded into background noise.

A handful of memories bubbled to the forefront of her mind, all featuring the blind moments when Keemee was inside the sweeping river of crystal. The moving images appeared as if mounted on an invisible board that she could perceive beyond, and she concentrated specifically on that distant space, reaching for the sprawling plain of the sprite’s deeper consciousness. In return, she opened her soul wide, inviting him in, not holding any part in reserve. She was an open book from start to finish, and she even made a conscious effort to yearn for him, broadcasting her will that he enter her and partake of her deepest secrets.

Keemee’s surface memories fled past her face, and she descended to the plain of his consciousness as a floating mental projection of her humanoid form. Her feelings were awash with ecstasy, and a contented sigh escaped from her lips.

The light here was gentle and warm, touching her crystalline skin like a tender lover, inching its caress over every extremity. In the distance, she could hear the ever-constant pops and hisses from a crackling fire.

A male elemental appeared before her on the plane of consciousness. He was tall and handsome, to her eyes, a striking purple amethyst that complemented her emerald. A mischievous smirk curled on his jaws as he appraised his phantom body.

“Well, this is new,” said Keemee, raising a hand and turning it over to examine his fingers. “I’ve never been an elemental before. Feels surprisingly natural.”

Esme’s expression was puzzled. “Why do you have an elemental body instead of me having a sprite body?”

The handsome elemental gave her a teasing smirk that caused her heart to skip a beat, then shrugged. “That does happen sometimes, but it’s usually the sprite that changes form. There are several theories about why that is. I personally think it’s because we sprites have such an amorphous body to begin with that it’s just easier that way.”

Esme watched in wonder as faint threads connected their two ethereal forms. Tiny motes of light were traveling to and fro between their bodies as if pieces of their souls were swapping places.

Keemee snorted. “You know, we’re not even supposed to be here. This is a shared mindspace, and we haven’t formally bonded. You don’t even have a heartfire, yet somehow you created this mindspace, barging right in and bringing me along for the ride.” His amethyst body flashed in the light, causing Esme’s gaze to brighten. “Frankly, I’m impressed. How did you do it?”

“I’m sorry, I just wanted it so badly! When we spark, it feels incredible. Doesn’t it? Doesn’t this feel good to you?”

Keemee’s smirk stretched into a full smile. “It’s our soul parity. We have some kind of crazy natural chemistry going on.” He shook the head of his new elemental form. “Typical. I spark with countless dragons and don’t feel an ounce of soul connection. Then a random encounter with a crystal elemental, of all things, is what rocks my world.”

Esme huffed with a surge of annoyance. “And why shouldn’t an elemental provide as much soul connection as a dragon?”

“I’ve just never heard of it happening before. We don’t even have crystal elementals in Rubble-Bee. Not in Vasha’s system of Magma Prime, either. And I’ve heard soul parity explained to me a million times, but it doesn’t do it justice. You’re absolutely right. This feeling is incredible.” He languidly stretched his new arms above his head, allowing a fresh rush of emotions to course through his body.

His brow scrunched as he noticed Esme straining to lean away from him. “What’s wrong?”

“I-I’m sorry, Keemee, but I feel an inexplicable urge to pounce on you. These feelings make me want to throw caution to the wind.” She peered down at the faint threads twining between their phantom bodies. “Are these connections between us getting thicker?”

Keemee’s face filled with panic. “Look, I like you, Esme. I really do. But we need to call this off. I’m not ready to form a permanent bond. I … I think we would drive each other crazy.”

“Crazy? Whatever makes you say that? I’m every bit as compatible with you as a dragon!”

“It’s not our souls. It’s clear we have chemistry there. It’s your personality I’m worried about.”

“And WHY, by the great crystal’s shine, would my PERSONALITY be under question!?”

The threads glowed brighter.

Keemee’s eyes widened.

“I-I didn’t necessarily mean your personality. Both of ours—mine too! Soul bonding is forever. Like forever forever, y’know? I-I’m not ready. We only met yesterday!”

Esme paused. Her mind observed the proceedings as if from a distant vantage point, aloof and detached. She knew the sprite’s words made perfect sense, yet she found herself unwilling to care.

Her typically cold, rock heart was bursting with new emotions, blazing wild and uncontrolled. For a being of logic such as herself, these feelings had swept in like a comet, brushing her rational thinking aside. She was categorically unequipped to deal with this.

And she loved it.

She wanted nothing more than to dive at Keemee and give herself wholly to him; soul, mind, and being. To hell with the consequences. But a thin thread of insecurity stayed her advance.

What if he doesn’t like me?

Esme’s pause lingered.

The threads twining between them frayed visibly.

Keemee raised his palms in a placating gesture. “Let’s take a moment to cool down. I think we should leave this mindspace and talk about it rationally as adults.”

Esme slumped her shoulders and nodded. “I … I’m not sure what’s come over me. These emotions are so powerful. As a sprite, do you feel this way all the time?”

Keemee’s elemental form shook its head. “Not like this. But even so, it seems I’m not quite as affected by this, uh, attraction as you are. Maybe sprites are more used to this kind of thing.” He shrugged. “Do elementals have strong emotions?”

“It depends on the elemental. Fire elementals are notoriously angry all the time. But we crystal elementals pride ourselves on our logical thinking. We’re certainly not known for emotional outbursts. This experience of sparking has been educational, to say the least.”

Keemee glanced down at the ethereal threads bridging their phantom bodies. They looked like a glowing weave that flexed a sheen of light as he moved.

He exhaled. “I think these threads are stable. Stars help us if they get any thicker. I think we came very close to permanently bonding.”

Esme pitched her hip to the side, tapping her lip in a thinking pose. “Oh, I never showed you those memories of mechs like I promised.” She concentrated, summoning an array of memories that formed behind her in hovering frames. Then she flung out her arm, casting the memories toward him on a whip of glowing light.

“No! WAIT!”

The moment the whip closed the distance to Keemee’s body, it changed direction and snaked toward him, drawn like a predator to its prey. Before he had time to react, it plunged into his chest, forming another vibrant thread that joined him to Esme.

Suddenly, their bodies began drifting together.

Esme recoiled instinctively and Keemee let out a yell.

“No!”

“I can’t stop it!”

Keemee tamped down his panic and concentrated, gathering his will into the mental manifestation of his right arm. He swiped down with the side of his palm, swinging it like a blade to sever the threads.

The glowing bands snapped with a flash, then flared into a blinding crescendo of rampant power.

Esme screamed.

The last thing Keemee saw was her phantom form exploding into a billion pieces. His vision turned white.

When his sight returned, he was outside their shared mindspace, still standing on Esme’s palm where a mere second had passed. Tarly still had one eyebrow arched in a sly, knowing look.

Suddenly, a brilliant light erupted from Esme’s palm where the spark had connected a moment earlier.

An explosion flung Tarly back, slamming her head against the interface wall and knocking her unconscious.

When she came to, several minutes later, she clutched the back of her head, wincing as her claw detected blood.

She propped herself up and realized the interface no longer moved. No crystals cascaded down its surface to rush over her prone form. The other walls were the same: Frozen. Broken. Their incessant tinkling was silenced, replaced with a howling ether wind that pressed Tarly to the floor.

Esme and Keemee were nowhere to be seen.

What’s going on?

Then, she gradually raised her gaze, taking in the shattered blocks and torn fissures in the hull with growing dread. As she watched, a hulking finger of stone tumbled loose, joining the field of debris set before a backdrop of black. When her view finally bent to its peak, she gasped.

Rather than a vaulted ceiling of emerald, she saw only stars.


CHAPTER 32
A BRIEFING MADE BRIEFER



Firen was in the briefing room with the drop team when it happened.

“We’ve identified the location of Deep Space One,” said Brinks, peering at the handful of elites crammed into the hexagonal space. He pointed with a wing thumb at a projected display that hovered beside him. “It hasn’t moved from its last known coordinates: the space dock city known as Cave Landing on Narmoroth’s far skyward side. It was a planned stop to refuel and resupply. They were supposed to move on two days ago.” He flexed his shoulders and gathered a breath. “Long-range scanners show the city as lifeless. Not a single dragon alive, from what we can detect. It’s as if the entire place was abandoned overnight.”

“Or infected by The Reek,” Vasha said simply. “Are your scanners calibrated to pick up something as minute as spores in the vicinity?”

His jaws set a grim line. “The short answer is no.”

Brinks turned to the rest of the room. “This is a stealth recon mission. I’ve picked each of you specifically for the job. That goes without saying.”

He paused, resting his intense gaze on each soldier in turn. “Gardrok, you’re on point, as usual, calling the shots. Marx, you’re rearguard. I’m counting on your defensive expertise to protect the entire group.” He turned to two impressive females, boasting muscles on their haunches that could crack rocks. “Beast and Nest, you’re our heavy hitters on the left and right flanks. These spores are vulnerable to fire, so keep a light trigger finger on your flameburst cannons. If you see something move, make sure it’s gray and fuzzy, then light it up—no hesitation.”

Then he turned to the final member of the squad and released an audible sigh. “Petra, you’re on long-ranged attacks, center of the diamond, sniping out threats from a distance. Please, for stars’ sake, just stay the blazes out of trouble. I can’t believe your mother is letting you do this.”

Petra huffed. “We have an understanding, Captain. I stay out of her business and she stays out of mine.” She turned to Firen, floating beside her, and gave him a wink.

He responded in a whisper. “I’m confused. Who’s your mother? Would I have met her?”

“The Queen. You know, the giant dragon sitting on the throne of Deep Space Six?” Petra snorted, a wry grin on her lips. “Idiot.”

Firen froze. “Wait. The queen is your mother?”

Petra looked like she wasn’t going to answer, then reconsidered. “It’s honestly a huge pain in the ass. You have no idea.”

“That means you’re a princess!”

Petra looked him up and down with a frown. “Don’t get your hopes up, buttercup.”

Firen was stunned into silence.

In his defense, Petra was the most unlikely princess in the history of Deep Space Six. She’d rather kick the Empress’ ass than kiss it. From what Petra had seen, the supreme leader of the Sardis System was so profoundly out of touch she could benefit from being taken down a couple of notches.

“But you can’t join on a mission like this!” said Firen. “If you die, who will inherit the throne?”

“I can, and I will,” said Petra, poking a sharp talon into Firen’s chest. “Besides, I’m only fifth in line to the throne, and it doesn’t even work that way these days. There’s no inheriting anything. The next queen of a ship is always selected by the Empress.”

The captain interrupted their side conversation with a glare. “If you two are quite done. Are there any questions on the formation?”

“Uh, sir, what do I do?” asked Firen.

“Ah, Blazerunner, our tourist of the day. The sole reason you’re tagging along is to measure how effective your flameburst cannon is against The Reek. I want you to stay out of the way, back here, near the cave’s entrance.” Brinks pointed his wing thumb to a lonely spot on the display, far from where the action was likely to be. “Set up a sniper position and hunker down. If the stars somehow align and you happen to get a lucky shot off, then whoop-de-doo, we’re in bonus territory. I don’t care. Just bring the queen’s mech back in one piece or I’ll rip your arms off.”

Brinks lowered his voice and leaned his neck forward, putting his snout disturbingly close to Firen’s. “Let me be clear, soldier. I don’t care if you live or die. You bring that mech back pristine or I’ll be using your ass to polish out every last scratch. You hear?”

Again with the ass references. Jeez, why is he so mean?

Firen gave the captain his best salute, which turned out to be not very good. At all.

“Yes, sir!”

Brinks wrinkled his snout as if he’d inhaled something foul. He then retracted his head and raised his voice back to lecturing volume.

“Now, the plan. The topology of Cave Landing is what you might expect. The space dock is located deep within a giant cave in the asteroid, protected from incidental rock strikes on all sides. The only way in or out is through this narrow entry channel here. I say it’s narrow, but it’s still wide enough to accommodate a couple of hive ships passing each other by. Plenty of space for our purposes.

“Remember, this is a stealth recon mission. Fly to the space dock, then make straight for the apex chamber of Deep Space One, where the crystal elemental resides. In the worst case scenario, even if The Reek has taken over the entire city, we figure the elemental will still be alive.”

Firen raised his talon. “Sir, if I may?” He waited to receive the captain’s terse nod before he continued. “There is another way into Cave Landing. In the ice mine where I worked, inside its deepest cavern, a shaft splits right through the center of Narmoroth and leads to Cave Landing’s space dock. We always used it to ferry ice to the container ships before they left for the other belts.”

Brinks spat heavily against the floor. “Blazing asses, Blazerunner. You let me yap on like that when you knew all this? What’s the diameter of this mineshaft? Can we fit our mechs inside?”

“It’s the biggest shaft in the mine. We’ll have to enter from an alternate entrance to the one I typically use, but they’ll fit. If we meet any resistance, it’ll be fighting in tight quarters. But I know the way like the back of my claw. We can also get to the hive ship without ever being spotted by anyone—or anything—in the city. The whole thing runs deep underground.”

Brinks arched a brow, eyeing the crew. “Objections?” The question hung in the room for a beat, then he nodded. “Sold.” He switched off the hovering display with a click. “Screw my plan. Blazerunner takes the lead. Resume the diamond formation as soon as you have space for it.”

One of the heavy hitters—Nest—spoke up. “Once we’re at Cave Landing’s space dock, how do we get into Deep Space One?”

“Rock cutters,” said Brinks. “Just crack open the top of the ship, quick as you can. Speaking with the elemental will be the fastest way to get information. We need to know anything and everything. Who’s alive? Is the ship salvageable? Most important of all is that we need to know about The Reek. Where is it located? How many dragons are infected?”

Brinks raised himself back on his hind legs and hooked his foreclaws on a belt around his waist. “Let me be clear: This is not a rescue mission. We’re not asking you to retrieve the elemental, General Arkan, or the ship’s queen. The only thing you should be retrieving is information.”

Brinks expelled a chuff of flame from his snout and relaxed his shoulders. “Off the record, if you did happen to rescue anyone during the normal course of your duties, no one’s gonna complain. Hell, the ship’s queen is the Empress’ own cousin, Queen Mako. I’m sure you’d receive some form of accolades or lah-dee-dahs.” The captain turned to spit on the floor again. “That’s all well and good. But don’t let it cloud your judgment. Information is your priority. Lives are a distant second. I know you don’t hear me say that often, so let me reassure you: Rescuing lives will be the priority of the follow-up team. But only once they’re armed with your information. Got it?”

“I still don’t like it,” said the female heavy hitter named Beast. “There’s too much that can go wrong.”

“If anything goes wrong, and I mean anything, you bail,” said Brinks. He gave them an unblinking stare. “That’s an order. You get your asses back up the mineshaft and jet home as fast as you can.” He pivoted his gaze between the grim-set faces. “Any other questions?”

“When do we drop?” said Petra.

Brinks checked the time on the display. “It’s gonna be tight. Thirty minutes, tops. Soon as we’re done here, hustle down to level twenty-nine, where your mechs are already waiting. The ship should begin decreasing speed any minute, but I need to update the elemental with the new plan. We’re currently headed straight for Cave Landing, but she’s gonna need to adjust our approach to the coordinates of the ice mine⁠—”

A massive shudder echoed through the ship, interrupting the captain’s words. The crystalline lights at the corner of the room dimmed, plunging them into sudden gloom. If it weren’t for the emergency dragoncoal lamps surrounding the hollow’s entrance, they’d be stumbling around in pitch dark.

“What in the blazes?” asked Brinks.

Firen was impressed with the elites’ response. Not one of them panicked; instead, they patiently waited for Brinks to continue.

Another shudder sounded in the distance, this time followed by a trembling in the floor.

“That felt like the ship’s stabilizers going offline,” said Petra.

“What’s the elemental thinking?” said Brinks. “Look, I’ll go find out what’s going on. You all get your asses into those mechs and get ready to drop. Keep in contact over your intercoms. Assume the plan is a ‘go’ unless I say otherwise.”

The sound of the elites thumping their fists against their shoulders filled the dark room.

Firen stumbled his way through the hollow’s exit and onto the mech training floor. The vast chamber was eerily dark, illuminated solely by weaving lines of weak crystals that outlined the emergency routes.

“This seems … suboptimal,” said Vasha into Firen’s ear.

He snorted. “Understatement of the year.” He turned his head about, realizing the other elites had vanished.

“Any idea which way gets us to floor thirty-six?” asked Vasha.

“Let me try the intercom.” Firen tapped the earpiece secured to his skull, then flicked it several times when he heard endless static. “Nothing. Something’s messed up with the signal.”

“You could try asking Esme. I imagine she’s rather, ah, indisposed with all this chaos going on right now. But I wouldn’t be surprised if she left a few subroutines running for scenarios such as this one.”

Firen shrugged in the dark, causing Vasha to flutter. “Worth a try.”

He felt around on the floor, ensuring his right foreclaw was unobstructed and resting on bare crystal before he pushed his thoughts into it.

Esme, I’m guessing you’re very busy right now. If it’s not too much trouble, could you please highlight the way to floor thirty-six for us?

When he received no response, his brow crumpled.

“Vasha, the floor … it’s …”

“What?”

“It’s cold.”

There was a moment of silence while they both pondered what that meant.

The queen’s voice interrupted their thoughts, projected throughout the entire level for all to hear.

“THE SHIP’S ELEMENTAL IS MISSING. ALL FLOORS ASSUME THREAT LEVEL RED. ROYAL GUARD TO THE SHIP’S APEX IMMEDIATELY.”

It took several seconds for Firen’s mind to connect the dots. When he did, his stomach lurched. “Tarly!”

He shot forward with a blast of his wings, following the nearest path across the cavern floor. Vasha leaped into his heartfire and flared it into a bright azure flame, lighting their way in the darkness. Firen barely slowed when the emergency route met with a murky exit tunnel.

He snaked through, pulling his wings in tight to rush around the queued dragons in his way. The breakneck speed of his passing was little more than a flash of blue light followed by a spiraling of ambient ether.

Anytime he came to a fork in the tunnel, he took the route that bent upward, his mind on the ship’s apex twenty-four floors above them.

Hang on, Tarly! I’m coming!
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With Esme mysteriously absent, the ship had defaulted to emergency pilot mode, springing a dozen unwieldy controls from the arms of the queen’s throne for her express usage.

To say that Queen Remy was unprepared was a gross understatement. She had shrunk to her smallest size, but the rusted mental circlet on her oversized crown still pinched something fierce. It was an older design, strictly for emergencies and several sizes too small.

Damn. It’s been too long since our last drill. Focus!

She shook her head, clearing her thoughts before concentrating anew on the mental vision before her. The billion-ton asteroid, Narmoroth, lay directly in their path. Dozens of flashing red alarms lit up the edges of her vision. The steering and guidance systems were down. The primary thrusters wouldn’t respond and continued to blast them ahead at full speed. At this rate, they’d collide with Narmoroth at a velocity that would mean instant death for everyone onboard.

“Diggy, any word? Where’s Esme!?”

“Nothing yet! The Royal Guard is still finding their way! They’re lost in the ancient tunnels on floor two.”

“YOUR HIGHNESS!” shouted Harding, rushing to her feet with a raised intercom in his grasp. “I finally reached the engineers in propulsion. All their comms were down. They’re forcing all thrusters into deceleration mode now!”

She shook her head. “Pray it’s enough. May the stars save us.”

A sudden, violent change in momentum forced an enormous groan to echo through the throne room. The ceiling shuddered, coughing out clouds of weightless dust.

The several minutes that followed were the most terrifying of Queen Remy’s life as the hive ship decelerated in record time, all while her mental perspective was eclipsed by Narmoroth’s swelling form.

The hive ship slowed, and slowed.

It wasn’t enough.

Deep Space Six slammed into a massive protrusion of rock from the asteroid.

One of the ship’s outer crystal planes near the second floor was smashed mercilessly by the unyielding rock, shattering the entire corner of the facet and exposing the network of tunnels within.

Their forward momentum finally halted, and the thrusters sputtered out, with the ship drifting back from the impact.

Harding exhaled. “We did it!”

Diggy spun around and flared deep blue.

The queen said nothing, narrowing her eyes to focus on the vision of Narmoroth provided by the mental interface.

According to the display, the entrance to the space dock city, Cave Landing, was still several thousand wings away, around the edge of another bulbous rock protrusion that blocked their view.

The relentless ether winds whipping from Narmoroth’s surface shunted the ship adrift. As Cave Landing’s entrance swung into view, a gray cloud erupted from the dark orifice and billowed into space.

Queen Remy instantly recognized the phenomenon. It matched the memories she’d received from Diggy. It heralded The Reek’s imminent advance.

Her breath caught in her throat.

“Harding, tell engineering to get us the hell out of here. We’ve stirred the rockling’s nest.”


CHAPTER 33
LIFE-ALTERING DECISIONS



Several minutes earlier …

“Esme, WAKE UP!” shouted Keemee.

The blast had blown the roof from Esme’s chamber, ejecting them both into space before the ship rocketed by and pierced her unconscious body on the hull’s tangled remains. Now they were pinned to the outside of the ship with only the stars as company.

Esme was unresponsive even before the wicked emerald spike speared straight through her chest. Keemee had no idea if her condition was stable or not. As a crystal, she didn’t bleed from the gaping wound and she had no heartbeat. For all he knew, she was on death’s doorstep and there was nothing he could do about it. Her body was certainly taking a beating, whipping about like a morbid flag in the fierce ether wind.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of him yelling in her face, her crystal eyelids fluttered open and she gasped.

“Kee … meeee.”

“It’s alright, Esme. I’m right here.” He was flying in front of her face, his flame flickering wildly in the wind.

She raised weak hands to grasp at him. When they brushed against the shard protruding from her chest, her features filled with confusion. “What … is … this?”

“You got stabbed by the ship right after the explosion. Esme, I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know if you’re going to make it.”

A genuine smile stretched across her mouth, and her face lit up with warmth. She was beginning to fully come around. “Oh, nonsense, you foolish sprite. A mere inconvenience, nothing more. Give me a moment to consume a bite of wild ether and I’ll be fine.” She gently patted the side of the hulking shard like she was comforting an old friend, then closed her eyes to concentrate.

Suddenly, the ship’s main thrusters jerked into hard reverse.

Keemee clung to Esme’s body as she slid from the shard and tumbled loose into space.

They whirled about for several seconds before he could reorient himself and get his bearings. With a bright purple flash, he converted his energy into mass, arresting Esme’s roll with an audible ‘oof’ as she collided with him.

Esme peered down at the sprite with a pained grin. “An uncomfortable yet efficient technique. Rationally speaking, I approve. Now, where was I?”

She closed her eyes and concentrated once again. A green glow swelled around the injury in her chest, knitting her crystalline flesh together. Even the hole in her crystal robe sewed itself shut.

She turned to face the direction they were falling. Despite Keemee’s trick to slow their momentum, they were still traveling at an interminable pace, with the hive ship dwindling into insignificance behind them. “The ship was due to intersect a large asteroid on OutBelt. It appears that’s where we’re headed, for better or worse.”

“Yeah, I can see Narmoroth now. We’re going to plow straight into it. Let me zip around for a bit to get rid of the mass I converted. I need to transform it to energy and bleed off the excess before I can do it again.”

“Incredible.” Esme placed a hand against her cheek. “That technique defies conventional logic, if the teachings at the magic academy are correct.”

Keemee rolled his flame, giving his version of a shrug. “Oh, I’ll need some fire sooner or later to top me up. It hasn’t been a problem with all the dragons I’ve been around, but we seem to be fresh out of dragons right now. I’ll need to keep an eye on my reserves.”

Esme bit her lip with concern. “Keemee, please don’t endanger yourself for my sake. You … you shouldn’t even be here. I’ve seen how fast you can fly. You should return to the safety of the ship with the others.”

“I’m not leaving you, Esme. It’s my fault you’re in this situation in the first place. I’m not abandoning you to splat against some dead rock in the middle of zombie central.”

He flared bright purple and shot off into the dark, blazing a zig-zagged line in the sky before returning.

Over the next several minutes, Keemee was able to slow their momentum considerably so that when they finally plummeted into Narmoroth’s imposing surface, it was with a mere smashing of Esme’s limbs rather than her shattering into sheer oblivion.

Within seconds, she was emitting a green glow and the fissures throughout her crystal had healed. Keemee looked pitiful, though, flickering beside her with a decidedly weak flame.

Esme deftly cradled his dimming form in her palm.

“What … now?” said Keemee, gasping.

Esme turned her face to the sky. “Now? We wait.”
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Elsewhere, as the ship was still decelerating, Firen continued his search for Tarly, springing from a dimly lit tunnel to be confronted by yet another fork in the route. Thick dust covered the walls and he was hopelessly disoriented, no longer aware of which direction led up or down. He’d even skirted past a handful of elites in the dark who were even more lost than he was. His only advantage was his knowledge of Tarly’s faint scent lingering in the passageways.

His forked tongue whipped out, tasting the many-layered flavors of the rich ether. It was wilder here. Still more tame than being exposed to the ether of space, but much more turbulent.

That way!

He plunged down the left side of the fork with a quarter-beat of his wings.

Without warning, the ship lurched, tossing him violently against the wall amidst a thundering crash.

Firen didn’t have time to investigate, picking himself up to resume his frantic dash. Within seconds, he’d arrived at a strange, spiral-cut door wedged halfway open with a fierce wind focused through its aperture. The opening was too small to squeeze through, so he braced his limbs against its sides and flexed. Vasha’s power flashed brightly in his veins, and the spiral door twisted fully ajar.

He leaped forward and scooped up Tarly in his foreclaws.

“Dad!”

“Darling, I’m sorry it took me so long. Are you hurt?”

She nuzzled her snout into the softer scales at the front of his neck. “Dad, it was so scary. Keemee and Esme are gone, Dad! I don’t know where they went! There was this huge explosion that went BOOM! I was thrown over there and hit my head really hard. When I woke up, the ceiling was gone and so were Esme and Keemee and, and, and a minute ago we crashed!”

She burst into tears, crying unabashedly into his hanging neck folds. “I can’t find Keemee. I’m worried about him.”

“It’s alright, darling. I’m here now. Don’t worry, youngling, we’ll find Keemee. Esme, too.”

He cradled his daughter in his arms while he lifted his head, seeing the room’s extensive damage for the first time.

The entire apex of the ship had been blasted away from the inside out. Towering fragments of sheared crystal reached to the sky like the broken talons of an outstretched claw, silhouetted against the void of space.

The damage was most severe on the side that had struck Narmoroth. Much of the wall there was absent, replaced by a yawning chasm, several wings wide. The rupture continued down the ship, beyond Firen’s view, allowing the bleak face of Narmoroth to peek inside.

She’s lucky to be alive.

“Firen,” said Vasha, still clinging quietly to his shoulder. “Look out at Narmoroth. The Reek. Do you see it?”

His heart skipped a beat when he spotted the giant cloud of gray spores billowing into the black sky. Beneath the vast bloom was a sprawling mass of tiny flecks that peppered the rock.

Dragons.

Tarly scurried onto Firen’s back, where she clung fiercely.

An unexpected clatter drew Firen’s attention to the chamber’s entrance, where a squad of flustered royal guards rushed into the room.

“Stay right there!”

“Search the perimeter!”

“Where’s the elemental?”

Firen pointed a claw at the chasm in the wall. “The Reek! We have to tell the queen to get out of here. We need to reverse!”

As if the queen heard him, the floor beneath them yanked backward as the ship shuddered into motion, casting the room of dragons momentarily adrift.

The royal guards frantically beat their wings and scrambled to grab onto footholds in the shattered room. Firen was cast fully beyond the walls and was surrounded by empty sky by the time he beat his wings, propelling them into the ship’s bounds once more. He flew to shelter on a lopsided shelf made from a broken emerald bar.

As they accelerated, their shattered surroundings shifted precariously, threatening to cast them loose again.

Firen maneuvered among the clefts on all fours, striving for the relative safety of the tunnels beyond the doorway.

“Wait!” said Tarly. “There’s Keemee! And Esme!”

Firen swung his head about, and his breath caught in his throat.

A few hundred wings back was the slender humanoid form of Esme, standing akilter on Narmoroth’s side. She was unmoving, staring stoically at them as the ship retreated. Her two hands were cupped before her where Keemee’s purple flame flickered like a beacon in the dark.

“We have to go back!” shouted Tarly. “We have to save them!”

Firen’s face fell. He hesitated, but only for a moment.

I have to keep Tarly safe. She’s my priority.

He turned his back on his new friends, ignoring their silent plea. He swallowed the lump in his throat and began to plod one claw after another, resuming his efforts to reach the doorway, this time at a trudging pace.

When Tarly saw what he was doing, she sobbed, rocking her little body as she clung to his back.

“Firen,” said Vasha from his shoulder. “I would normally agree with this decision, but … if The Reek were somehow able to turn Esme, they would acquire a formidable weapon.”

Firen froze in his tracks, a mere wingspan from the door. His gaze grew distant.

Only a few seconds to decide.

One of the royal guards—Elite Bikka, the same dragon that had guided them to the combat floors—gave Firen an unblinking stare. She’d heard Vasha’s words too.

The soldier tapped a talon against the intercom wedged in her ear canal, then shook her head. “The signal’s gone to dust, and there’s no word from the queen. We’re not cleared to leave the ship.” When Firen opened his mouth to object, the royal guard raised a claw to forestall his argument. “It would be tantamount to abandoning our post. Our priority is the queen’s protection. The only reason we’re not by her side during all this chaos is because of a direct order.”

Firen glared at the dragon and sighed. Then, slowly and deliberately, he reached up with his forelimbs and plucked Tarly from his back.

“I will always love you, Tarly.”

She rubbed sniffles from her snout with a claw. “What?”

“I’m doing this for your protection. Always remember that.”

He gently pushed his daughter into the claws of the royal guard, then met the dragon’s gaze. “It’s Elite Bikka, right? Keep her safe. Tell the queen that if I can’t retrieve Esme, I’ll make sure there’s nothing left of us for The Reek to use against you.”

“DAD!”

Tarly shrieked, but the soldier’s immovable grip held her back.

Firen simply let go. His hind claws released and his body sank into the depths as the ship accelerated away.

Tears flooded his eyes, blurring his vision. When he finally blinked, Tarly’s figure was indiscernible from the tangled mess of blocks shrinking from view.

He didn’t feel remotely ready to face the repercussions of his decision.

Yet he spun around and beat his wings all the same.


CHAPTER 34
ABANDONED



“I never considered they would outright abandon us,” said Esme, staring blankly after the retreating hive ship. “It wasn’t in my most outlandish projections. But with the way they backed out of here, you’d think we had some infectious disease.”

Keemee’s flame flickered lower in her cupped hands. “Maybe they didn’t see us.” He methodically crept up her arm to perch on her shoulder, not trusting his strength to make the jump. The view elicited a rueful chuckle from the sprite. “Ugh. The good news just keeps coming. Look.”

The ether wind was beating so forcefully against Esme that she didn’t trust herself to turn without being whisked away. So she gestured a hand across her feet, using her ability to instantly grow spikes from her soles that clutched the ground, allowing her to pivot around.

A nightmarish scene greeted her. The barren face of Narmoroth stretched to the horizon in a lightless plain, black and foreboding, punctuated by silhouettes of bulbous protrusions and ancient impact craters.

But the darkness moved.

A dozen infected dragons shambled from the shadows, clutching the rock as they teetered along like ragged vagabonds. They were a few hundred wings away, accompanied by an imposing cloud of gray spores that choked the remaining light from the sky.

Esme’s face filled with terror. The Reek’s unerring pace would overtake them within minutes.

“It’s just like your memories, Keemee! What do we do?!”

“Run, Esme! RUN!”

She spun back around and launched into a frantic run, kicking at the rock with her spikes as she floated along.

The winds battered her, threatening to toss her into The Reek’s fatal embrace, so she slung her feet desperately against the ground, forcing her impromptu spikes to embed and give her the traction she needed to scrabble forward.

She stumbled often, snapping the spikes clean off in her haste. So she then formed additional crystal spikes from her fingers to paw at the ground on all fours, adopting a similar gait to the loping dragons on OutBelt. She even absorbed some of the length from her legs and pushed it to her arms to move more evenly.

But Esme was simply unused to exercise of any kind, let alone the ungainly style required to traverse a windy asteroid. It wasn’t long before she was gasping, clutching a boulder to rest.

She glanced behind her. She’d widened the gap, but the minions of The Reek continued their ceaseless advance blissfully unfettered from the mortal requirements of rest.

Esme’s eyes darted about as she ran a host of mental projections. “At this rate, I estimate I can stay abreast of them for no more than three minutes.” Her eyes stilled. “I’m so sorry, Keemee. I … I can’t. I don’t know what to do. It’s hopeless.”

Keemee walked down her arm to look at her from the comfort of her palm. His voice was surprisingly calm. “Well, I suppose this is it, then. I never thought it would end this way, to tell you the truth. When they get here, I’ll use the last of my fire to light up as many spores as possible before I get smothered. They hate that.” He tilted his flame to the side, appraising her. “I doubt the spores will affect you at all, so that’s the good news. It’s the dragons you’ll have to worry about. They’re very good at smashing things with rocks.”

“Oh, Keemee!” An emerald tear gathered under Esme’s eye before the wind whisked it away. She held her other palm to the side of his flame, caressing his dwindling warmth. “Oh, Keemee, I’m so sorry!”

He shrugged. “Meh, it’s not your fault.” He tried to put on a bright flame to lift her spirits, but it would only flicker now. He sighed. “I suppose we should have soul-bonded after all. If only I hadn’t severed the connection, we wouldn’t be here.”

“You had your reasons. Besides … it’s not too late.” Esme blinked more tears away and gave him a hopeful smile.

“Funny how all my objections fade away in the presence of imminent death,” he said.

Esme gave a short, bitter laugh, like a chime being struck. The sound gave Keemee a measure of newfound strength, and this time, when he flared, his flame brightened successfully. “Shall we?”

Her smile turned mournful, but she nodded just the same. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Keemee crouched low, then leaped at Esme using his final reserves of strength. When his flame reached her chest, he plunged straight through.

They were immediately back in their shared mindspace, both enrobed by luminous threads of radiance, with Keemee in the same elemental form as before, standing tall and handsome.

They rushed to one another, casting off all inhibitions and melding their souls in a dazzling cacophony of light.

Their entwined souls throbbed and swelled, each pulse sending a cascading wave of ecstasy to the farthest corners of their mental planes.

When Keemee finally came to, his flame was lying flat, drooping over Esme’s palm, while twinkling tears peeled from her face to flutter away into the void.

Keemee stared up at his newfound love. His vision was locked solely on Esme’s gaze. He didn’t see the backdrop of spores billowing over them until it was too late.

He felt his energy sputter as the Cordyceps descended, aggressively swarming his flame to snuff it out forever.

As his vision began to blur, a bright blue light penetrated the fog. Its brilliance intensified, washing over Esme and Keemee both as a roiling wall of azure fire beat back The Reek.

The fire’s hunger battled The Reek’s in an evenly-matched balance. Then, the spores reached some kind of ignition point, and in an almighty flash, the entire cloud was aflame.

A familiar voice stirred Keemee from his trance.

“What have you two lovers been up to?” said Firen, landing with a flap of his wings that stirred eddies of blackened dust on the ground.

“Firen!” cried Esme, leaping forward to hug him around his neck. Keemee was still lazily flopped over one of her palms when he found himself unexpectedly pressed against the heat of the dragon’s neck.

Firen shuddered as Vasha’s phantom blue flame faded from his muscular frame. “I couldn’t find you. Then half the sky lit up with green! It was very helpful, thank you.” He gave them a teasing grin.

Esme’s face was bewildered. “But what about the dragons? They’re coming!”

“Take a look,” said Vasha from Firen’s shoulder.

The elemental’s jaw dropped. A dozen charred bodies littered the area. Not one life form remained, spore or otherwise.

Firen beamed at them. “Vasha’s blue fire is death incarnate to these things. It’s particularly effective against The Reek. The fire had a mind of its own, eating up everything in sight.”

“Bear in mind, the carnage you see here took us several minutes,” said Vasha, deflecting the praise. “All while you two were sitting there like comatose hatchlings.”

“Ha!” said Keemee. “Well, apologies if I don’t get up. I was low on fire to begin with. Now, after the bonding, I feel zapped.”

“Fire is one thing we can certainly help with,” said Vasha, slapping Firen’s neck with her flame.

Esme placed Keemee on the ground, and Firen dutifully bathed him in azure dragonfire. Within seconds, the little sprite was blazing brightly again, leaping onto Esme’s shoulder.

“YES! I feel like a brand new sprite!”

“A new sprite with a new bond,” said Esme, nuzzling her face against his flame.

“Ugh,” said Firen. “Were we this disgusting?”

“I’m not sure how to tell you this, Firen, but you still are,” said Keemee. “You only bonded yesterday.”

“We can all argue about it on the way,” said Vasha. “This circle of destruction only bought us a couple of minutes. There’s a second wave on its way with hundreds of infected dragons.”

“What are we going to do?” said Esme with resurging panic.

“Get on my back,” said Firen. “We’re getting out of here.”

Once Esme was secure, he swung his imposing wings at the rock and took off into the sky. He was surprised to learn how mass-heavy the elemental was. Accelerating was far more challenging than when Tarly was on his back. By the time they reached a hundred wings high, he was panting hard.

“Esme, use my power to convert some of your mass to energy,” said Keemee, shouting into the wind. “It should make the load easier on Firen.”

Esme raised her eyebrows, then lowered them again in concentration.

A purple glow enveloped her body, and Firen promptly felt the mass on his back lessen. With the next beat of his wings, he was up to his top speed. “Much better,” he panted. “Thanks!”

“There’s no way those dragons down there can reach us now!” said Esme with visible relief. “Not without being blown seriously off course by the strong winds.”

“And we’re also upwind of the spores, which helps us keep ahead of them,” said Vasha. “Firen, I think I have enough strength to light you up again.”

The dragon simply nodded, saving his breath for flying. A moment later, a phantom blue flame coursed along his limbs, covering him from head to toe.

“Wow!” said Esme. “That makes him invulnerable to the spores?”

Vasha bobbed her flame. “To the spores, yes. And I make sure to surround his jaws to protect his breathing. But I can’t keep it burning forever, unfortunately.”

“Alright, I think it’s time to talk about the obvious,” said Keemee. “Where in the three belts are we going?”

Firen turned his gaze to Narmoroth’s colossal neighbor, hovering like a black moon in the dark.

I can fly now. We could make it.

“I vote we flee. To Tikes.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” said Esme. “The queen will send a rescue party after us eventually. I imagine my … talents are in high demand back on the ship right now. How will a search team ever find us if we flee to Tikes?”

“Ah,” said Firen. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“What about the mission?” said Vasha. “We need to know where Deep Space One was first exposed to The Reek and how far the infection has spread within the belt. The elemental on Deep Space One is likely a goldmine of information. We need every advantage possible. Otherwise, all this is for naught.” Vasha leaped up to the shoulder of her bonded. “Could your plan with the mineshaft still work?”

Firen hesitated. “It’ll be risky. But, your blue fire in the close confines of the mine would be a devastating weapon.”

“What are you talking about?” said Esme. “This is the first I’ve heard of this.”

“There’s a hidden shaft in the mine where Firen used to work,” said Vasha. “It traverses straight through the heart of Narmoroth to the space dock where Deep Space One is parked. We proposed changing the mission with Captain Brinks and the entire drop team agreed. Then … well, the ship lost control when you were blasted into space.”

Esme winced. “I see.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” said Keemee. “Now you have Esme, too. What if she could take over the ship and fly us out of there?”

Firen blinked. “That’s … brilliant.”

“Yeah!” said Keemee, spinning about and flaring brightly. “That’s what I’m talking about. Look out, Reek. We’re gonna slap your ass!”

Firen snorted. “It’s kick, Keemee. Or you could use beat if you want.”

The sprite’s flame flickered. “That doesn’t make any sense, but okay, whatever, I guess.”

Keemee’s flame grew dark and foreboding. He lowered his voice for dramatic effect.

“Look out, Reek. We’re gonna slap your beet!”


CHAPTER 35
SHESSAR: THE EXPERIMENT



Shessar peered through the crystal window and smiled at their creation. On the other side of the glass, drowned amidst a swampy concoction of melted ice, corpses, and spores, was the most unholy amalgamation of flesh she’d ever imagined.

A pulse of energy coursed through the swollen veins that snaked across the monster’s surface. The giant ball of tissue filled over half the underground chamber, pressing precariously against the glass in some places. And now its hunger had finally awakened. It wouldn’t be long now.

The Voice had directed the experiment from the start. Clawyer had already noticed that the spores multiplied voraciously in the underwater lake. Apparently, it was the perfect environment for the aggressive space fungi to flourish. Things started to get interesting when the Voice guided them to add unconsumed dragon corpses to the mix.

The voice's powerful compunction belied the spores’ hunger long enough to blend the thousands of dead dragons into a congealed clump.

Once Shessar understood what they were doing, she’d added a growing fraction of her own spores to the mix. A small but significant part of her mind was worried that the Voice would exert indisputable control over the monster they created.

I’m the one here. I should be the master, not some absent ego. It’s only natural.

So, to cement that end, she’d pumped the growing beast chock-full of spores under her sole command.

She’d even sacrificed the fledgling minds of several graybane captains to the effort. Not Clawyer, of course—he was a keeper. But the others? They were expendable. It was far more important that this creation possessed enough intelligence to follow complex commands at the bare minimum.

The veins of the hideous flesh monster pulsed again.

“I believe it’s ready, my queen,” said Clawyer at her side. “Shall I send the command to our surface forces to finish digging?”

“You’re confident in your calculations?”

“Unshakably.”

“Then let’s allow our creation to finish the job. Its first lesson, so to speak. It must learn the value of a good struggle to accomplish anything of true worth.”

She raised a spiny rockling limb to Clawyer’s face, using its deadly tip to trace a line down his cheek. The gesture was equal parts caress and sadistic pleasure, and his graying flesh readily peeled away from the wound to flap freely in the wind.

Fortunately, Clawyer couldn’t feel pain. Otherwise, he would have been screaming.

Within seconds, a bed of spores beneath his skin stretched out their motile stalks to latch onto the flap, sucking it back into place with a slight shimmy and a soft squelch.

“And since you are my favorite,” she crooned, “I grant you the privilege of naming the beast.”

The muscles in Clawyer’s neck spasmed, jerking his head. The Reek’s chemical cocktail so muddled his emotions that he barely knew what feelings were truly his anymore. He was helpless to resist the welling of pride and ambition that flooded his brain at his creator’s words.

“I will name it Rot because it personifies both death and horror.”

“Horror?” Shessar clucked her forked tongue in faux disapproval. “Only the living parts are horrific, my dear. Of which there are vanishingly few.”

Clawyer grinned despite his efforts to portray otherwise. She’d marked his quip as worthy by vamping on it with one of her own. Another burst of serotonin later and he wholeheartedly believed it was precious moments like this that made death worth dying.

Shessar raised her rockling forelimbs and urged the monster upward. It was nothing more than theatrics as her control over the beast was purely mental. Yet, for the moment to be suitably grandiose, she felt it demanded a little showmanship.

“RISE, ROT! DESTROYER OF SARDIS! CONSUMER OF SOULS! DO MY BIDDING!”

Clawyer arched one eyebrow and gave her a side-eye.

The gargantuan blob of flesh hesitated, then surged against the cavern’s ceiling, smashing through with a casual flex of its strength. Shafts of weak surface light pierced the cavern as chunks of rock wrenched loose. With a singular colossal push, the monster blasted free of its subterranean jail, leaping from the globular lake with a mighty splash.

Shessar’s eyes swelled wide and her jaws erupted in a maniacal laugh. She’d felt the momentary resistance of the creature when the Voice attempted to exert its influence over its mind. But she’d quashed the Voice’s ploy by slamming the full strength of her will at the beast.

And her will was absolute.

Her nimble rockling legs whirred into motion, propelling her swiftly up the tunnel to the surface. By the time she exited the underground resort, the monster had unfurled dozens of serpentine tentacles that patted the ground in search of prey. Each slender arm was itself a raggedly entwined mashup of dragon and rockling appendages.

Shessar recognized the look of them instantly. Despite their macabre components, they resembled a gigantic version of the motile spores wafting merrily about her own face.

As she stood there grinning, a tentacle discovered one of the surface minions Clawyer had employed to dig the hole. The gray dragon stood there dumbly as the gigantic feeler snatched it up and plunged it into its central mass with an audible slurp. Rot hastily resumed patting the ground with its feelers, gorging on several more of the dead-eyed dragons.

Rather than dismay at her troops being depleted, Shessar couldn’t be happier, her features lighting up with unmistakable joy.

“Look, Clawyer! Rot is hungry!”

Her right-hand dragon drifted up, frowning at the scene. “It’s destroying our army.” He raised an outstretched claw. “We already fed the thing an entire battalion.”

“Tut tut, Clawyer. Don’t be so stingy. We still have thousands more troops poised to conquer the rest of Tikes. Greatness always requires sacrifice. Besides, I have a distinct feeling that Rot will be worth it.”

Clawyer huffed and shook his head, then froze as he caught Shessar’s glare.

He shifted uncomfortably and coughed into a claw. “I concede I may have been a little hasty in my judgment.” He dipped his head low and kept it that way. “My queen.”

Shessar pursed her lips before returning her attention to her newer pet.

“I think a demonstration is in order. COME, ROT!”

The monster immediately obeyed her command and several tentacles latched onto the rocky ground, dragging its body to where Shessar stood proudly with a raised chin. The mash of body parts tipped precariously, attempting to execute some kind of ingratiating bow on an enormous scale. But the hulking beast wasn’t designed for such delicate maneuvers, and Shessar waved off its efforts.

Next, it held out a congealed tentacle with its palm facing upward. Shessar’s rockling legs scurried aboard and Rot raised her high, depositing her atop the bulbous center of its distended body.

“Clawyer, you will continue the army’s skyward advance around the other half of Tikes. I will take Rot sunward to conquer the lands there. We shall reconvene at Denrock City on the other side and see who gets there first!”

A streak of defiance bubbled in Clawyer’s chest. He was unequivocally loyal to his queen, but he still had his pride. He raised his chin, acknowledging her challenge with a determined gaze. “Rot can easily outpace the sprawling army. You’ve given yourself an overwhelming advantage right from the start!”

“The lands must be conquered, Clawyer, every lifeform subdued to our command. You have the advantage, dear, not I.” Shessar gazed down from her perch on the mighty monster and made a sweeping gesture. “Although I daresay I will have more fun.”

A conspiratorial grin tugged at Clawyer’s rotting jaws. “In that case, no hard feelings when I trounce you. My queen.”

“Did I rile your competitive spirit? Good! Perhaps a wager, then, to spice things up?”

Clawyer’s neck spasmed as he clamored to spit out the words. “If I win, you grant me unilateral control to govern Tikes how I wish.”

“Oh ho! I knew it!” Shessar didn’t begrudge the young male’s ambition. In fact, she welcomed it, and she graced him with a broad smile. “A suitable reward indeed. And if I win, I shall have your head to mount on a monster’s body of my choosing.”

A look of panic fled across Clawyer’s face before he tamped it down with a hard swallow. Nevertheless, he nodded to his queen, accepting her condition. To balk now would shatter his teetering goodwill.

Shessar turned her gaze upward, regarding the neighboring asteroids of OutBelt arranged in an immense line that curled away into the sky. “I tire of this rock. My hunger demands conquest. There are so many other worlds to discover. So many … flavors.” She licked her lips then peered back at her subordinate. “Very well, General Clawyer.”

Shessar lifted her two pointed forelimbs to the sky. Rot raised its tentacles to match hers, creating an undeniably staggering gesture.

“To Denrock City! The race begins!”


CHAPTER 36
THE ICE MINE



Firen, Esme, and the two sprites finally descended on Firen’s old workplace, mining shaft twenty-two. The entrance appeared deserted, but he didn’t take any chances, deluging the area in scorching dragonfire before they touched down. When the flames guttered out and his eye membranes retracted, he appraised the entrance with a critical gaze.

He had mixed feelings about seeing his workplace again. Hope warred with grief, and he hesitated to proceed, uncertain what he might find.

Could anyone still be alive?

“I never would have guessed this was an ice mine,” said Esme, interrupting his brooding as she clambered off his back. “It looks like any other hollow around here.”

Firen shrugged, not sure what else she was expecting. As far as he knew, all the mine’s entrances were similarly underwhelming.

“Keemee, I was considering reverting my mass now,” said the elemental. “Is that what you’d recommend?”

“Sure, if you feel more comfortable that way. Draw on my strength when you’re ready. I’ve got plenty now that Firen’s fire keeps topping me up.”

Esme closed her eyes and concentrated, lighting up her body with a soft green glow. Within seconds, her color had resumed its previous darker hue. “Stars, this is incredible!” she said, not opening her eyes. Her glow continued and her color changed to a deeper blue, then brilliant sapphire, finally settling into the perfected form of a twinkling purple diamond.

When she eventually opened her eyes, they filled with astonishment. She held up a glistening hand and examined its surface closely. “Keemee! Do you realize what this means?! I’m DIAMOND!”

“That’s strong, correct?” asked Vasha.

“Strong? That’s an understatement!” Esme shook her head, struggling to find words. “You don’t understand. Diamond elementals are inordinately rare, and purple variants such as this are … are … well they don’t exist!” Her voice rose in pitch with uncontained excitement. “Diamonds are royalty in the Resonata system! In a few moments, I went from middle-class to a noble of the highest order! This is nothing short of a miracle!” She turned to the sprite with bright eyes, gushing affection. “And all because of you, Keemee.”

“I’m glad you like it,” said Keemee with pride. “I already knew I was awesome, but hearing you say it is much more rewarding.”

“I’m happy for you, Esme, but please don’t encourage Keemee,” said Vasha. “He’s insufferable enough as it is.”

“Come on,” said Firen quietly. “We need to get out of the open. We’re defenseless out here. And stop being so loud!”

He drifted forward to the mine’s entrance, pausing to analyze its door hanging askew and covered in black char. A fierce battle had taken place here.

I wonder if Foreman Jacks made it out.

Firen swallowed a lump in his throat. He’d worked under the foreman’s tutelage for over a decade. The dragon’s trademark determination was the primary inspiration for Firen’s own. But rationally, he knew the possibility of Jacks making it out was remote at best.

He’s dead now. Best not to think about it.

Firen doused a quick lungful of fire into the triangular shadow of the hanging door, then made sure Vasha’s phantom blue flame engulfed his body.

“It’s clear,” he said in a hushed voice, skulking through the scorched entryway.

The chamber beyond was empty and utterly dark, its walls covered in so much black soot that they obscured even the dragoncoal lamps set in the walls. The phantom flame wicking across Firen’s body illuminated little more than a wing in front of them, so he continued to puff out bursts of fire that flung sweeping shadows across the chamber.

“Smells like death in here,” said Esme.

“Better than smelling The Reek, I assure you,” said Keemee.

Firen hissed through his front teeth. “Will you two please be quiet?”

Esme chose silence over a response, but Keemee didn’t get the hint. “Sorry!” he said cheerily.

Firen glared at the sprite, then crept to a heavy steel cabinet where Foreman Jacks hoarded the mage salt. It was triple locked with an impressive wrapping of firesteel chains bound to the wall. Firen gave one of the chains a heft and winced at the rattle it made. “We’re going to have to bust it open, somehow. Stand back. I’m going to kick it.”

“Please,” said Esme, holding up a hand. “Allow me.”

She pressed her palm against the steel case and concentrated, lighting up her arm with the violet incandescence of her new diamond physique. Her hand enlarged into a single wedge of crystal that physically grew through the links of the chains. A substantial portion of the crystal’s mass came from her arms, which shrank in size as the wedge expanded. As the new shard swelled, the links stretched and popped free with remarkable ease.

Firen’s jaw hung loose. “Those were firesteel!”

“And I’m diamond,” she replied, reabsorbing the crystal into her arms and tossing Keemee a sultry smirk as she stepped aside.

Inside the case were dozens of canisters brimming with mage salt.

“Look at this stash,” said Firen. “Let’s take as much as we can carry. You never know what we might need it for.”

“Big explosions that go boom?” asked Keemee.

Firen paused, his brow raised. “That’s always an option, yes.”

He gathered up as many as he could, only six canisters—one in each claw and two tucked under his front forearms.

Esme chortled. “What are we going to do with you, Blazerunner? Give me those.” With another glow and a brief look of intense concentration, she formed a chunky net in her hands made from interwoven crystal shards. She began unceremoniously sweeping the canisters into the net as Firen stared.

“What else can you make?” he asked, agog.

Esme shrugged. “Almost anything, given enough time and ether, of course. Crystals don’t work so well for projects requiring soft surfaces, but I possess several workarounds for those. There are also some hard limitations when designing mechanical parts.” She raised her right hand, peering at it anew. “I must say, Keemee, your power is astonishing. Being able to manipulate mass has accelerated my growth abilities tenfold. That net, for instance, typically takes me several minutes of uninterrupted focus.”

“Thanks—I’m glad you like it! Normally, when I tell someone about my specialty with mass, I have to give this long speech about what it’s good for.”

“Well, it complements me perfectly,” said Esme. “Yet another reason why we’re a good match for each other.” She gave the sprite another hungry look that made Firen roll his eyes.

“Could you use it to build a mech?” asked Keemee.

Esme tilted her head. “Hmm, an interesting question, one I’ve often posed myself. You see, I’ve attempted it several times before, and I still have all the schematics written up. To answer your question, though, I can’t build a mech as an emerald—the stresses are simply too great on the various components. But as a diamond …” She held a palm out to the side as she pondered. “I honestly don’t know. I’d have to try.”

“Something to think about,” said Vasha before pivoting her flame to Firen with obvious impatience. “This enclosed space is making me jumpy. We could be swarmed at any moment. Where to next?”

“Down there.” Firen pointed his wing thumb at the hole of utter darkness stretching across the floor. “I’ll light up the shaft with my breath, but we should keep the mage salt as far away as possible.”

“Big explosions that go boom?” asked Keemee again.

Firen pursed his lips. “Precisely.” He turned to Esme. “Are you able to carry the canisters down after me?”

She nodded. “Affirmative. And as much as I hate to admit it, Keemee, you should ride with Firen, too. You are fire, after all.”

“I am? Hot soilbags, I am! I had no idea!”

Firen ignored him, sweeping up the purple sprite in a claw. He gave the elemental a final look. “You’re sure? If anything happens, yell and I’ll be right there.”

Esme hoisted the net over a shoulder and grew a band around it to secure it in place, then formed her digits into sharp claws. “We all have our unique burdens to bear. Lead on.”

Without further discussion, Firen dove into the mineshaft amidst a blazing cloud of dragonfire.

The room abruptly fell dark before Esme followed, scrambling down the shaft’s walls peppered with the orange embers of Firen’s passing.

She was a hundred wings down when dozens of yellowed eyes lit up along the edge of the shaft, glaring at her with evident malice. The shock of the sight caused Esme to scream and shout Firen’s name.

Suddenly, hundreds of beating wings filled the passage as a nest of night bats erupted around her, slapping against her prone sides as they shot past for the surface.

A moment later, she’d drifted to a halt in the cavern below where her friends were waiting. She was breathing raggedly.

“Sorry about that,” said Firen. “I was about to return and wrap my wings around you when I realized I was covered in Vasha’s blue fire. It, uh, wouldn’t have reacted well with the mage salt.”

Esme leaned over with her hands on her knees, gulping deep breaths of ether. “Not a problem. Just a few night bats.” She raised herself up and aimed an unexpectedly fierce glare at Firen. “Haven’t they heard of pest control around here?”

Firen grimaced in response. “Sorry.”

“Esme, you’re covered in spores,” said Vasha.

The elemental froze, looking at her arms with shock. “Oh. Oh, dear.”

“Leave the mage salt over there, then close your eyes,” said Firen. “And Keemee, you’re getting a free top-up.”

Firen washed a fresh burst of yellow flame over them both. It was the least concentrated dragonfire he could manage, a voluminous blast absent the scathing heat he typically employed. When it billowed over Esme’s crystalline form, the spores clinging to her incinerated instantly, crackling like iron filings tossed on a fire.

Esme peered down to check that the spores were gone. She frowned at her sparkling violet complexion, now positively ruined by soot. A sigh escaped her lips as she turned to her net. “What about the mage salt?” said Esme. “The canisters are still covered in spores.”

“I got it,” said Keemee, leaping forward with his purple flame dimmed to a weak hue that was practically transparent. He licked it all over the net’s contents, eliciting bright sparks and crackles as the spores ignited.

“I think I got ‘em.” He dipped low to examine a canister closely. Then he slapped his flame against it, creating another spark. “Can’t hide from me, sly little bastards!”

Firen smiled. “I’m not going to lie. Hearing those spores crackle like that is super satisfying.”

“I daresay you’ll have ample opportunity to enjoy yourself,” said Vasha. “Look.”

Behind them was an immense webbing of spores that spread from wall to wall, utterly shrouding where the shaft continued.

Firen smiled and nodded at Vasha, who bounced off the tip of his snout to drift forward. He heaved a puff of fire after her. As the blaze blew over the she-sprite, it transformed into a swollen azure ball with noticeably amplified power. When it touched the webbed spores, they erupted in a wall of heat. The curtain of blue flame tore back like the searing edge of a hot wire, consuming every gray mote without mercy. The telltale crackle of The Reek’s demise filled the ether, along with the earthy scent of scorched carbon and a scalding backdraft.

So satisfying.

Firen spun around to gaze at the two dozen mechs lined up in rows at the garrison. He rubbed his claws together. “Now to get this party started.”

“Do those hunks of junk even work?” asked Keemee.

Firen winced. He had to admit, compared to the gleaming mechs of the hive ships, the machines here were little more than heaps of scrap metal.

“They work,” he said, a tad defensively. “The one on the far right there was my daily driver. Sure, it had … problems. But that’s not what we’re taking today.”

He flew up to a newer mech where its model had been sanded off and replaced with the name ‘Grinder’ affectionately inscribed in the metal. “This isn’t the newest mech of the lot, but I knew the pilot, and he was meticulous about keeping it well maintained.” He gave the metallic forelimb of the metal beast a hefty slap. “It’ll get us there and back, I guarantee it.”

“Grinder, eh?” said Keemee.

“Yeah, you know. Like when you’re grinding away at work?” When Keemee responded with puzzled silence, the dragon shrugged. “Guess it’s a mining thing.”

Firen approached the sunken cockpit in the mech’s chest. When he wrenched the tempered glass blast shield open, he nodded with approval at how its well-oiled hydraulic arm didn’t make a sound. “Hop in and get cozy while I prime the fuel.”

Grinder’s engine sputtered awake, the displays flickered to life, and Firen secured the safety harness about his torso.

Vasha’s flame dimmed. “I was hoping the cockpit would be hermetically sealed, but the sides are completely exposed.” She met Firen’s gaze. “I can’t keep this protective barrier going much longer, and we’ll soon be covered in spores.”

Firen grimaced. “There’s nothing I can do about that. This is a utility class mech. They’re all like this.”

“Let me try something,” said Esme. “Keemee, a smidgeon of your power, if you please?”

A surge of purple flashed through Esme’s transparent form before her skin transmuted into a fluid that puddled around her feet and swept to the edges of the cockpit. When the liquified diamond met the walls, it accelerated, racing over the multi-faceted surface to coat every nook and cranny. The translucent, purple film surrounded them in no time, making the cockpit impervious to spores. Esme, however, had dissolved her body in the process and was nowhere to be seen.

“Esme? Can you still hear us?” asked Vasha.

A face formed from tiny creases on the wall. The mouth opened to speak, but no sound came out. Esme frowned, pulling away more of the surrounding coating to form a more substantial protrusion from the wall. The effort left a gap in the shell she’d created. “It appears I don’t have enough crystal to both vocalize and coat the entire cabin. It will be one or the other, I’m afraid.”

“I know!” said Keemee, landing on the wall beside the face. “You can speak into my mind through our touch and I’ll speak for you!”

Esme gave the sprite a warm smile. “An excellent compromise. Thank you, Keemee.”

Her face dissolved away, and the sprite spoke up a moment later. “Esme says she’s ready when you are. If it wasn’t obvious, she says her coating is too thin to prevent any attacks. It will only stop the spores.”

“Good enough for me,” said Vasha. The phantom blue flame on Firen’s body flickered out, and she exhaled with relief. “If it’s alright with you all, I’ll retreat to Firen’s heartfire for a rest.”

“Go ahead,” said Firen. “We need you at full strength by the time we arrive at Cave Landing. Besides, we have yet to meet a single dragon⁠—”

The words caught in his throat as a troupe of shambling forms appeared on one of the screens. They were approaching in a long line from the corridor with the scorched webbing.

Firen humphed, setting his jaw in a grim line. “You go on and rest, Vasha.”

He flung the throttle into full speed ahead and Grinder lurched forward.

“Daddy’s gotta take out the trash.”


CHAPTER 37
RESISTANCE



“Esme says she’s rolling her eyes at you,” said Keemee. “Oh, that’s a good idea, Esme! I’m doing that too, Firen.”

The mech plowed recklessly into the line of dead dragons, smashing them aside and crushing them underfoot amidst billowing spores. The beasts swarmed over each other in their haste to hinder its advance, tossing their bodies recklessly into its path.

But Firen was undeterred. When the press of bodies momentarily slowed their advance, he activated the rock cutter and lit up the shaft with bright streams of liquid dragonfire. The Reek ignited instantly, from the clouds of spores to the dragon’s decaying bodies, creating a purifying inferno that raged in their wake.

Firen swung the mech’s overpowered forelimb, slapping an ignited dragon careening away like a discarded toy. A trio of grays thought to catch him off balance and launched themselves at his rear. But Firen whipped them with Grinder’s tail, smashing them into a quivering smear of pulp on the wall.

At one point, an impressive female shambled forward, swinging a hefty metal bar as a weapon. Firen wasted no time clamping the mech’s jaws onto her back and burning straight through her torso with a piercing jet of flame.

He squashed. He smashed. He reigned on a metal throne in a sea of fire. In short, he was having the time of his life, and the end of the monster wave arrived all too soon. His jaws wore a wide grin and his heartbeat was pounding.

“Now, that was fun,” said Firen, urging Grinder onward into the disappointingly barren mineshaft. “What’s going on out there?” asked Vasha’s voice in his mind.

I’m having a blast. Both literally and figuratively.

“Glad to hear it.” Firen received a mental impression of Vasha’s dragon form stretching her limbs, yawning, and curling up against her tail. “Your emotions stirred up quite the storm in here, yet it didn’t feel like you were in danger.”

Sorry, I’ll try to keep it down.

Firen continued pushing Grinder’s speed to the limit, eager to arrive at Cave Landing as soon as possible. He knew these underground shafts like the back of his claw, and he could predict precisely when to slow down to take a sharp corner. When their path intersected with the broad central mineshaft to the space dock, he forced the mech into a hard right, even going so far as to activate the ether jets on its back to correct their course.

The main shaft was surprisingly absent of spores. Compared to the corridor they’d left, its walls were pristine as if scoured clean.

Maybe The Reek haven’t made it this deep yet.

“This is it, the big one,” Firen said aloud. “It goes all the way to the space dock at Cave Landing. From here, it’s only about thirty more minutes until⁠—”

“What the blazes is that?!” asked Keemee.

Firen hurriedly glanced at his displays. He noticed the sprite was ignoring the screens altogether, instead using his keen perception to gaze straight through the blast shield of tempered glass.

Firen yanked the throttle into the full stop position and felt his body weigh against the safety straps. The mech’s main viewport was displayed onscreen, and he flicked a switch, increasing its zoom to the maximum setting.

Ahead, a line of infected dragons wrapped around all four walls of the mineshaft, standing on guard like silent sentinels. In between the circle of guards, poised in the precise center of the shaft, was a strange metal ring, several wings across. Its narrow edge gleamed dully in the weak light.

Firen unbuckled his straps to crouch down and peer through the blast shield, as Keemee was doing. No matter how hard he squinted, he couldn’t make out what was hiding in the darkness.

He double-checked the viewport again, then shook his head. “I can’t figure out what that is. I can’t see anything through the blast shield like you, Keemee. On the viewport display, it looks like nothing more than a giant ring.”

“But why are they guarding it?”

“Exactly. It doesn’t make any⁠—”

“Look!”

Onscreen, the center of the ring glowed orange. It was gradually increasing in brightness.

Firen shook his head again. “I still don’t get it⁠—”

“It’s a cannon, idiot! Aimed right for us!”

Firen blinked.

Then he leaped into action, diving for the throttle and shoving it into reverse. Grinder’s four legs backpedaled furiously, and without his safety harness on, Firen’s body jackknifed about the cockpit. He managed to control the steering enough to keep them from crashing into the walls, but he miffed the timing and they shot past their original side tunnel.

“HURRY!” shouted Keemee.

The orange center of the cannon had already surpassed yellow and was blazing a brilliant white.

Firen slammed the throttle into full ahead, then yanked hard to the side a moment later. Grinder bounded, swerving into their side tunnel as an enormous pillar of light consumed everything in the central shaft. They were so close to the blast that several angry red alarms began blaring on the mech’s dashboard.

“You made Grinder mad!” said Keemee.

Firen didn’t reply. He had no time for Keemee’s antics. The mech’s tail was literally on fire.

He grabbed a fire suppressant capsule under the dashboard and slapped the button to pop free the cockpit’s blast shield. But the shield didn’t budge, and the cockpit remained securely locked. Firen had forgotten the thin veneer of Esme’s diamond body sealing them inside. Apparently, her coating was strong enough to override the blast shield release.

“Esme says you shouldn’t go outside. There are spores out there.”

“Our tail is on fire, Keemee. Our mech will burn to cinders around us if I don’t do something! And those dragons aren’t going to just sit around, either. They’ll be here any minute!”

“Esme says Vasha can use her blue flame⁠—”

“Vasha needs to rest for the fight ahead! LET ME OUT!”

The crystalline sheet of Esme’s body crept away from the exit’s seams as if waiting for Firen to change his mind. Her reluctance was clear.

Finally, enough of her coating peeled away for Firen to mash the release button again and spring the shield free. He doused a generous breath of dragonfire all over the exit, then dove through the cloud of ash he’d created.

He pitched the angle of his flight sharply, swooping around the back of the mech with a single beat of his wings.

He hovered there for a split-second, surveying the damage before flinging the capsule of fire suppressant at the mech’s tail.

White foam erupted from the device, splattering erratically in every direction, including the mineshaft walls. Fortunately, enough suppressant made it onto the actual fire for it to smother out.

Satisfied that at least the emergency was contained for now, Firen puffed out some fire of his own, purposefully engulfing his body in as much of it as possible before racing back to the cockpit.

“All set,” he said confidently, strapping himself in while the blast shield closed, this time with an indignant creak.

“Esme says that was incredibly foolish. You could have carried spores back inside⁠—”

“I don’t want to hear it!”

Firen froze and forced his pounding pulse to cool. “I’m … sorry, just … I’m a little stressed, that’s all. I’m doing the best that I can.” His gaze grew distant and he snorted to himself.

I miss Tarly.

He cranked the throttle forward a notch, pitching the mech into a slow turn in place. Once they were aligned with the side tunnel’s intersection with the main shaft, he paused.

“Alright, Grinder. Let’s go get some payback.” He slammed the mech into full ahead.

Keemee’s flame wavered with the sudden change in momentum. “Uh, maybe we should talk about this?”

Grinder bolted from the side tunnel and swerved right. Their route was the same as when they’d exited the tunnel a few minutes prior. Except this time, Firen plowed ahead at full speed, undeterred by the gray guards blocking their path.

When they were a mere ten wings away, the cannon was glowing with a dull orange, barely beginning its long journey to fire again.

Firen spewed hot breath into the rock cutter’s funnel, and a deluge of flame poured from Grinder’s jaws. The effect carved a deep chasm through the guards’ defense before Firen pitched the mech into a spiral, bounding up and around the walls of the mineshaft. The Reek’s entire front line was put ablaze, leaving Firen free to charge deeper without being flanked.

Grinder pressed among the infected guards, spouting a merciless barrage of fire and crushing their limbs. They fought beneath the barrel of the massive cannon, and a sudden roar indicated it had fired again. But like The Reek swarming in from all sides, their mech was unharmed.

They forged onward until they reached the cannon’s base, and Firen spun the mech around. The backside of the weapon was a complex array of cables and embedded crystals, similar to the internal components of a flameburst cannon, except on a far grander scale. A cadre of infected were robotically replacing burned-out crystals with others that radiated power.

Yeah, not going to leave that thing intact to bite me in the butt later.

Firen splashed liquid fire all over the device courtesy of his rock cutter, making sure every crystal socket was reduced to melted slag. The attack roasted the dragons to char, too.

Once satisfied, he spun Grinder around and bashed through several more of The Reek, attempting to sneak up on him while distracted. He resumed his smash-and-scorch strategy to great effect.

Finally, they reached the end of the gray battalion, where a formidable female confronted them with an outstretched claw.

“That’s an elite,” said Firen.

“Graybane. Don’t hesitate, Firen.”

That’s something we can agree on.

He immediately lit up the dragon with a concentrated beam from the rock cutter, then charged. The minion of The Reek began to pull itself back together, just as Shessar had done.

But Firen was only getting started.

Another blast of flame, then he pivoted Grinder around, slamming the mech’s charred tail into The Reek. The hit bore the indomitable strength of a towering mech, and it should have squashed the infected dragon flat. But the graybane must have been combat trained because it instinctively dodged the strike, rolling safely aside.

Firen struggled with the manual controls, attempting to spin the mech about and get a lock on his weaving opponent. The graybane was far more agile and self-preserving than its zombified peers. Every sweep of a mechanical limb or blast with the rock cutter was eluded with ease.

Without warning, the graybane leaped forward and smashed its fists against the tempered glass blast shield.

“IT’S ATTACKING THE COCKPIT!” shouted Keemee.

“I KNOW!”

Firen gritted his teeth.

He swept Grinder’s foreclaw against the cockpit, but the graybane saw the move telegraphed far in advance and leaned aside at the last minute.

“Stay still, you bastard!”

The dead dragon resumed punching at the glass, then dodged another strike.

Then Firen slammed on the accelerator and angled the mech to crush the graybane against the wall. It saw the move coming and scurried away. But it wasn’t enough to keep its lengthy tail from being pinned. That was all the advantage Firen needed, and he clamped onto the dragon’s torso with a foreclaw.

He pivoted the Grinder’s head around and deluged The Reek in white-hot dragonfire. It attempted to pull itself together, so he used the other foreclaw to punch it in the face. Firen could see it was struggling to battle against both the fire and the physical attacks combined.

So Firen lit it up again.

Another punch to the face.

More fire.

Yet more fire.

Firen continued until the viewport displayed nothing but a lonely pile of ash, and only then did he stop.

“All clear.”

“Dayum, Blazerunner. You scary!”

Despite the annoying sprite poised on the wall, Firen couldn’t help but laugh. He panted as the adrenaline dwindled from his veins.

“I have to admit, that was a challenge.”

“You did well,” said Vasha’s voice from his shoulder.

“Hey!” said Firen. “When did you get there? Don’t you need to rest for longer?”

“Your pulse is booming so loudly, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I knew something was going on out here. Besides, I’m practically back to full power.”

“That’s a relief.”

Firen relaxed, and the tension in his shoulders dissolved. With the imminent danger dealt with, his thoughts abruptly turned to his daughter.

Don’t worry, Tarly. I’ll be back soon.

He urged the mech onward into the empty depths of the far-reaching shaft. As they progressed for several more miles without resistance, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d overlooked something.

We’ll be at Cave Landing soon enough. What am I worried about?

He was clueless as to what he’d brought into the cockpit. For he never even felt the tiny gray thread burrowing into the tip of his tail.


CHAPTER 38
COMPROMISED



“We’re here,” said Firen, bringing the mech to a complete stop.

Before them loomed a steel cargo door that stretched across the entirety of the mineshaft. When opened, it appeared it would rise in one piece to retract into a shadowy recess in the ceiling. The door’s surface displayed their destination in bold letters: Cave Landing - Space Dock.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” said Vasha from his shoulder.

Esme peeled back her protective coating from the cockpit, swiftly building up the layers of her humanoid body. Her face was the last component to form, and it was immediately evident that she was frowning. “I predict the opening of that door will herald our arrival to every Reek-possessed individual within a cubic mile.”

“It feels like a trap,” said Keemee, summarizing.

Firen examined the area. “I agree, but I don’t think we have a choice. This is the only way in or out unless we want to backtrack several miles.”

“What about that?” said Keemee, pointing his flame to the wall. A conduit there disappeared into a groove no more than a claw breadth across that proceeded deep into the wall and the other side of the door.

Firen’s temper flared. It had grown increasingly short with the sprite since the last battle, to the point where he was wrestling to control his outbursts. Not only that, but memories of Tarly relentlessly bombarded his mind. An acute sense of loss pulsed in his heart, threatening to overwhelm him. The warring emotions of anger and sorrow kept seeping into his speech, lacing them with spite.

“How could we possibly fit through that?” he spat.

“Maybe not all of us,” said Keemee, ignoring Firen’s tone. “But a sprite? I can sneak through there and see if that hole goes anywhere. If not, then there’s no harm done.”

“It’s a good idea, Firen,” said Vasha, patting her flame gently against his neck.

The bolts of lightning from her touch were strangely dulled. His skin twitched, but his heart didn’t even merit it with a reaction.

Firen humphed. “Alright. But if you see anything, and I mean anything, make sure you come right back. If you trigger the entire Reek army descending on us, I’ll personally make you regret it.”

“I find your lack of faith disturbing,” said Keemee. “I’ll be back.”

As the sprite shot away into the groove, Vasha patted her flame against Firen’s side, progressively patting it harder to get his attention. “Is everything alright, bonded? What’s going on? We can talk about it.”

“I’m FINE,” he said, snapping his jaws disturbingly close to her flame.

His outburst caused Vasha to freeze still. Although they’d only known each other for a short time, his behavior seemed decidedly out of character. After a moment of consideration, she dove into his heartfire.

Esme gave Firen a queer look but said nothing.

“What?” said the dragon, glaring at her with undisguised aggression, attempting to stare her down. The elemental raised her chin at him, maintaining her vigilant silence with a prim pose and a tightened brow. They stayed that way, locked in a battle of wills for several seconds until Keemee appeared, breaking the tension.

“Okay, well, there’s bad news and really bad news. Which do you want first?”

Vasha abruptly exited from Firen’s heartfire.

“I knew it. You’re infected! Our bond slowed the infection’s progress, but it’s already spread throughout your bloodstream and most of your body.” Vasha’s flame quivered with brimming emotion. It lessened to a diminutive size but burned fiercely. “I saw the signs and knew it was happening again. Just like before. Just like my last bonded.” Her voice was quiet and wracked with pain, verging on despair.

Her thoughts turned to her old soulmate. Most days, she could ignore the wound ripped across her soul, its yearning dulled by time into emotional background noise. She had hoped her days of grief were over, never to return. But seeing Firen’s state triggered a fresh flood of mourning to well up, sharp and potent.

Esme frowned and shook her head. “I warned you, Firen. You must have picked up spores when you went outside the mech.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” said Firen, splitting his jaws in an uncharacteristic sneer.

“You went OUTSIDE!” shouted Vasha. “Oh, Firen, how could you be so foolish?”

“Foolish? You know what’s foolish is bonding with a lowly dragon like myself from the outer belt. You knew what would happen. I’ll never be good enough for you, will I, Ambassador? This is all YOUR fault!”

Vasha put her back to Firen’s heaving snarl to address Esme. “I’m going to try something as a last-ditch effort. Please don’t intervene. No matter what transpires, I have his best interest at heart.”

The sprite waited for Esme’s solemn nod before diving into Firen’s heartfire once more.

“COME BACK HERE!” he bellowed.

Then, his body erupted in blue flames.

Searing pain blanketed every square inch of his being. The sensation of scalding acid flooded his veins. An immovable claw grasped his heart. A vice seized his limbs. And a thunderous crackling consumed his mind, drowning out all else.

Firen arched his back and screamed for all he was worth. The agony lasted for an eternity. For three. Then four.

Then the blue fire winked out and he collapsed in a heap, slumping against his safety straps. Vasha appeared a moment later.

“Success?” asked Esme.

“Fortunately, the spread has been slow due to our bond. I purged the spores in his bloodstream, then methodically burned out the infection from his lungs, muscles, and heart. There will be some lingering damage, but nothing an experienced medic back on the ship can’t fix.”

“You did all that in a matter of seconds?” asked Esme.

“In the mental plane, time travels much slower,” said Vasha. Then, her flame shrank considerably. “But those minor wounds are of no concern now. I can’t save him. The spores have made it to the brain stem. I started to burn the infection there in isolated pockets. Each spark caused untold memories to disappear. It was like watching his consciousness unravel before my very eyes. I … I couldn’t do it. The shell of a dragon left behind would be little more than a mindless husk.”

“I see,” said Esme.

“Damned if you do and damned if you don’t,” said Keemee.

Vasha pivoted her dimmed flame to the blast shield, staring into the distance. “I’ve bought him a little more time … a few hours, perhaps. After that, he’ll become the enemy.”

Esme coughed into her translucent fist. “And then?”

Vasha’s voice was sorrowful. “Then, he must be destroyed by fire before he turns on us. I … I’ll do it. It should be me who does it. I owe him that much.”

A crystal tear fell from Esme’s right eye. “I will assist you with the full extent of my power.”

A sudden, sharp bang sounded against the wide metal door.

“Ah,” said Keemee. “That will be the other bad news.”

Vasha and Esme stared at the sprite, waiting for him to continue. He was oblivious to the hint, and when the pause grew awkward, Vasha finally spoke up. “Go on.”

“First, they saw me. That’s the bad news.”

When he paused yet again and another bang echoed from the door, Vasha hastily urged him on. “Come on, Keemee, please speak up. What else?”

“Ah, sorry. They have a queen. She’s right there at the front, waiting for us to open the door.”

“A queen?” asked Esme. “You mean the Empress’ cousin, Queen Mako from Deep Space One?”

The sprite shrugged. “I guess so. She didn’t look happy.”

“Probably because we blew up her cannon and killed her graybane,” said Vasha. “What else?”

Another ominous clang came from the cargo door, accompanied by a growing host of bangs and scratches.

“Why aren’t they opening the door?” asked Esme.

“Oh, I frazzled the circuit,” said Keemee. “There were a lot of cables and I didn’t know what I was doing, so I torched them. I think it worked!”

Esme slapped a hand against her forehead in a strange humanoid gesture.

“Please, Keemee. What else?” asked Vasha. “Did you see the hive ship?”

“Yes, yes, it’s right there with its giant ass pointed right at us. It was a big mess with a huge hole in its side. There was shattered crystal floating everywhere, and one of its thrusters was all torn up. I think that’s what they built the cannon from, but I’m not sure.” The sprite turned to his bonded. “The ship was a weird color. Like a deep yellow? Is something wrong with it?”

Esme shook her head and allowed a rueful smile to cross her face. “Deep Space One is commanded by another elemental, of course. An amber one. We’re not exactly on the best of terms. She’s, ah, highly capable but can be fiercely territorial at times. We haven’t communicated in years, mostly because every time we talk, it turns into an argument.” The corners of her smile drooped into a grim frown. “I expect she’s been decommissioned … or worse.”

“Oh, definitely worse,” said Keemee. “The queen has her smashed body pinned to the floor outside the door. Like she’s trying to use it to intimidate us or something.” The sprite gave a strange chortle to himself. “Little does she know, you can’t intimidate someone that’s convinced they’re going to die anyway. Take that, you conniving bastard!”

Vasha was deep in thought, having long tuned out Keemee’s humor. “The queen must not realize you’re here, Esme, because flaunting the elemental’s corpse like that gives us vital information.”

“How so?”

Her flame lit up with bright blue. “Because now you can sweep in and commandeer the ship unopposed.”

Esme puffed out her chest. “I must say, although amber is an acceptable material for a ship, emerald is far stronger. And now that I’m diamond, I shouldn’t have any trouble asserting my dominance over the entire vessel.” Her confidence faltered. “I require some time to make it work. Possibly several minutes to get the thrusters online.”

“We’ll make it work,” said Vasha. “This queen … What was she like? I mean, before The Reek?”

Esme sighed. “She was known to be spiteful and mean. I never saw it personally, but there are stories of her taking a twisted gratification in the suffering of others.” Esme turned to give Vasha her full attention. “She’s certainly no friend of sprites. She regards them as slaves to be used and discarded. Nothing more.”

“Did she have a sprite of her own?” asked Keemee.

“Yes, a yellow one,” said Esme. “Did you happen to see it during your brief jaunt?”

“Oh, it will be dead now,” said Keemee.

“Star sprites are anathema to The Reek,” said Vasha. “We are fire—the embodiment of their death. There is nothing they despise more. Once a dragon is consumed by The Reek, even if its mind is preserved as one of the graybane, it cannot draw on its sprite’s power, just as it cannot use its heartfire to fly. Smothering her sprite to death was likely her first move once she turned.”

“That’s horrible.”

“Yes,” said Vasha, gazing into the distance. “It’s somewhat ironic. The Reek consider us evil. Our very existence causes them pain, death, and suffering. They would travel to the farthest reaches of the galaxy to snuff us out, yet they’re willfully ignorant of the death they’ve caused by the billions they’ve consumed. They are utterly blinded to that fact.” Vasha returned her gaze to Esme. “I once had the opportunity to interrogate a graybane. It was unproductive, to say the least.”

A groan escaped from Firen’s jaws as his consciousness returned. He peered about, wincing with reddened eyes and clutching his skull with a trembling claw. “Ugh, my head is killing me.” He smacked his tongue against the roof of his jaws as if cleansing something vile from his palate. “What … where am I? Vasha?”

“Aha!” said Keemee, renewed with vigor. “Now for the good news. Since Firen is awake, we can put my cunning plan into action. Provided he can still pilot the mech, that is.”

“I didn’t think there was any good news,” said Vasha.

“That’s because I only just thought of it.”

Vasha sighed. “Let’s hear it then.”

“Can you pilot the mech or not?” asked Keemee.

Firen’s gaze swept drunkenly over the strap around his chest and the complicated array of controls at his side as if seeing them for the first time. As he tentatively gripped his claw around the throttle, his eyebrows raised, fresh understanding dawning. “I … yes, I think I can.”

“Great!” said Keemee, giving an unnecessary spin. “Then let’s spark and all will become clear!”


CHAPTER 39
DEEP SPACE ONE



It turned out that the explosion from the mage salt was far more potent than they expected. The hulking cargo door blasted away into the undead horde, creating a striking absence of gray dragons.

“Charge!” shouted the queen, a commanding female with an imperious gaze and an outstretched claw.

But their faithful mech, Grinder, had already bounded free of the shaft and was flying to the hive ship with unfurled wings and turbulent jets of ether.

“I’m having trouble focusing!” said Firen. “All I can think about is Tarly!”

“That’s The Reek inside you,” said Vasha. “Fight it! Fight it with everything you have and don’t give up!”

The blue sprite deluged Firen’s body inside and out with her phantom blue flame in a desperate attempt to slow the infection. The only area she’d carefully avoided was his brain, the final stronghold of the disease.

Strangely, the spores appeared loath to consume his gray matter, taking root in the shallowest recesses of his skull but going no further. It was as if they were waiting for something. Their mysterious hesitance was the only thing saving his life right now.

Occasionally, his neck would jerk and he’d cry out in pain as one of the spores attempted to spread down his neck and was instantly incinerated.

“Bank right! RIGHT!” shouted Keemee.

Firen veered the mech aside at the last second, narrowly missing a massive hunk of wayward amber.

A roar sounded from behind them, causing the loose bolts in the cockpit to quake.

“I think that’s the queen,” said Esme calmly. “Might want to step on it.”

“I knew she wasn’t happy!” said Keemee.

“Shut it!” said Firen. “I need to concentrate.”

Vasha patted his neck. “Ignore what’s behind us now. The Reek can’t fly because they can’t sustain a heartfire, and that includes the queen. You have the growing advantage of distance.”

“Yeah, but what about the other cannon?” asked Keemee.

“What?” asked Vasha.

A massive pillar of light blazed past them, rending a physical gash in the amber ship at least fifty wings across. The displays went white, and a wash of heat swept through the cockpit.

Firen recoiled, yanking the controls to the side, pitching the mech into a violent spiral. The move launched Esme into the wall.

“Sorry!”

Grinder bolted underneath the oblong ship to evade the cannon. When Firen leveled their course on the other side, they flew swiftly down the ship’s vast length.

Vasha turned to Keemee, flickering wildly. “Why didn’t you say there was another cannon? You foolish prick of a sprite!”

Keemee’s purple hue washed clear. “There was a lot to take in, okay! You weren’t there!” He took several dejected hops away from her on Firen’s shoulder, moving closer to where Esme was peeling herself from the wall. “I did remember, eventually.”

Vasha huffed. “Fat lot of good it did⁠—”

“Never mind that!” said Firen. “We’re almost there. How do we get in?”

He swung the mech around to land on the apex of Deep Space One, right where the elemental’s quarters should be. The ship’s design was clearly an earlier generation than Esme’s Deep Space Six. This one was a similar shape, although substantially smaller in both length and girth.

“Didn’t Captain Brinks say to use the rock cutter?” asked Vasha.

“That’s too slow,” said Esme, impatiently. “Let me out!”

Firen sprang the blast shield free, and the crystal elemental shunted out with her hands outstretched. When she touched down on the ship’s exterior, her slender arms barely had time to bend before the amber surface fled from her touch, creating a broad opening for them to float through.

As soon as Firen entered, he covered the entire room in flame, transforming any lingering spores to ash. Then, when Esme touched down, her influence on the room was immediate, morphing the crystalline structure from the smooth, molten appearance of amber to glittering facets of purple diamond. Once she finished transmuting the floor and walls, she gestured casually at the ceiling, and it swelled higher to encompass the mech, shielding both Grinder and her friends from the outside and any external threats still trailing them.

“There,” she said, nodding with satisfaction. “Let’s see them get through that, cannon or not!” She strode confidently to the middle of the room and connected her feet with the ship’s central interface. Her gaze grew distant as she focused on a multitude of details unseen by the others. “The ship’s conversion to diamond will likely take a couple of hours, so I’ll focus on hijacking the thrusters first. Once they’re online, we⁠—”

Esme froze with irritation plastered on her features.

“What’s wrong?” said Vasha.

“The queen … she … ugh, what a pain.” Her preoccupied gaze sharpened into focus. “She’s thrown the manual override switch. I can’t take command of the thrusters from here.”

“Where is this switch?” blurted Firen. “Can anyone flip it?”

Esme gave an exasperated sigh. “Each ship is different, and the whereabouts are kept secret. It could be anywhere.” Then her violet eyes widened. “Wait, let me try something.” Her eyes glazed over again and she bit her bottom lip, concentrating.

Several seconds passed before her attention returned. “Got it! I flooded the system with my commands, and they’re being blocked by an object in the throne room. In fact, it appears to be physically embedded in the throne, part of the queen’s control console there.” Esme winced. “I can’t come with you though. If we want any real chance of getting out of here, I need to cycle the thrusters from the master interface here as soon as you flip the switch.”

“Just get us down there!” said Firen impatiently.

Esme winced again, then nodded. “I’ll open up a tunnel to the throne room. It’s only a hundred wings beneath our position. I’ll also keep an eye on your progress. If you encounter resistance, stick to the plan.”

The floor underneath them ripped away in a tumbling cascade of purple diamonds, forming a fresh new hole wide enough for them to fly through.

Vasha sensed Firen’s muscles tense, and she instinctively gripped his shoulder. With a vigorous snap of his wings, he plunged in without so much as a goodbye, rudely buffeting Esme with ether from his wake.

The elemental humphed, peering down the hole after them. When she turned to Keemee, the very sight of him bent her frown into a warm smile. “Now to get some serious work done.”

She held out her palm and Keemee happily fluttered aboard. “May I borrow a portion of your power, bonded?”

Keemee’s flame enlarged as if he were puffing out his chest.

“Time to fire up an ass kickin’!”
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Firen shot through the impromptu passage and soon exited in Queen Mako’s throne room. The chamber was far less grandiose than Queen Remy’s back on Deep Space Six, with only a handful of the mighty pillars acting as ceiling supports and its amber walls spanning a mere fifty wings from the throne. The thick spores adrift in the space meant that little more than a golden fog spread from the winking crystals embedded about the room.

Firen slowed, then flipped sideways to weave swiftly between the pillars. When he alighted on the crystal throne, the fierce crackling of roasting spores rang out as Vasha’s protective barrier went to work.

“There,” he said, panting and pointing with a claw. “Do you think that’s it?”

A nondescript button in the sunken console of the throne’s arm was blinking intermittently.

“Do it,” said Vasha.

He mashed the button, then waited. Other than a distant shuddering from the ship’s lower levels, they had no idea if pushing the button had accomplished anything.

“Esme, can you hear us?” said Vasha. “A little help?”

They watched a streak of purple diamond snake through the amber floor like a splintering crack through basalt. It made its way methodically to the throne, creeping up its side to form a tiny version of Esme’s face on the chair’s other arm. “Sorry it took me so long. I’m juggling several things at once here. The thrusters are online and charging. The queen is heading to intercept you. I need two more minutes. Can you guard the override switch for me?”

Firen’s brow crumpled. “Can’t I just smash it so that the queen can’t flip it back on again? Or melt it with fire or something?”

Esme paused. “That … would work, although it’s quite the barbaric solution. The technology in that throne is exceedingly costly⁠—”

Firen slammed his tail into the console, shattering it into pieces.

“Well done, bonded,” said Vasha, flaring brightly with approval. Firen no longer felt the lightning from her touch, but the gesture warmed him nonetheless.

Suddenly, the outer wall behind the throne—less than forty wings away—exploded as a blazing pillar of light slammed into it from the cannon far below.

“Well, hello there,” said an oversized female sweeping demurely through the hull breach. She was flanked by four graybane—two on either side—and floated along with casual indifference as she examined the talons on her right foreclaw. “Quite the forward guest, aren’t you?”

Vasha humphed. “You must be Queen Mako.”

“Who else? And I’m sure you know you’re sitting on my throne. Such impropriety! Such gall!” The female lifted her gaze to grace them with a maleficent grin. “Especially when we had such an elaborate welcoming party planned for you.” The dragon clucked her forked tongue against the roof of her mouth. “That little party took a great deal of forethought, I’ll have you know. Getting that cannon operational was quite the task.”

The queen was closer now, only twenty wings away. Firen could see the thick carpet of gray spores covering her body. It rose to her neck, tapering into a thin collar of sorts, leaving her head strangely untouched.

“Light her up, Firen!” said Vasha. When he didn’t respond, she spun her flame around to see him clutching his head in both claws. “Firen? Fight it, Firen!”

“You’ll have to try harder than that,” said Mako with a huff. “Oh, heavens, what have you done? You’ve gone and destroyed my control console. What a spectacularly stupid move. I may not be able to control the thrusters you’ve fired up, but now, neither can you.”

The queen pivoted her neck around to the hull breach behind her. The walls of Cave Landing were moving by at quite a clip and were so close as to almost brush against the ship’s sides.

“And look at that—you’ve even managed to aim the ship straight through the cave’s narrow entry channel. That’s … impossible.” The queen’s expression transformed from malignant showboating to confusion. “Unless you happen to have powerful friends aboard, working certain schemes.”

She snapped to her guards. “Search the ship for that wretched purple sprite we saw. Start at the top, in the elemental’s quarters.”

Her four graybane soldiers scurried off across the floor, and she returned her gaze to Firen with a self-satisfied smirk, floating ever closer.

“Now, where were we?” She tossed her head back with a touch of theater. “Ahhh, yes—your horrid manners! But don’t fret, for all will be forgiven.”

She drifted so close to Firen that the stink of her spore-ridden breath crackled as it blew against Vasha’s barrier.

“You see, I’ve been expecting you. For I know exactly who you are.”

Her eyes widened to manic proportions and her jaws split into an open-mouthed hiss. Her following words were spoken, not with her mouth, but directly into his mind.

Firen Blazerunner.


CHAPTER 40
NO PLAN SURVIVES FIRST CONTACT WITH THE ENEMY



The spores at the edge of Firen’s brain sprang taut, clamoring for their mistress and plunging him into agony.

Vasha immediately dove into his heartfire, fanning it full of her power. There was little she could do to battle the spores without permanently damaging his memories, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

In their shared mindspace, Vasha’s ethereal dragon body floated before Firen’s. His claws contorted in pain and he threw back his head and howled.

Vasha raced to him, wrapping her wings around him to clutch him tight against her chest.

“Fight it, Firen! Fight it with everything you have!”

Without warning, dense gray bars appeared around them, materializing from the nothingness in their shared mindspace. It was as if the bars were composed of hardened steel, and they slammed into place, locking the two dragons in a six-sided cell that hovered around them. Strangely, Vasha felt her strength sapping away through the bars.

The queen appeared next, in their mindspace, glaring malignantly at them from the other side of the cage. “Aww, look at that. The star-crossed lovers are resting peacefully in each other’s arms. Now they can keep each other company tucked away on the sidelines.”

Vasha slung herself against the bars, railing against them. “I can’t get out!”

Firen looked at her dazedly. His head lolled about, and Vasha had to grab it with both foreclaws to look him in the eyes. “Firen! We’re trapped! We have to get out of here!”

“It’s no use, sprite,” said Queen Mako, spitting the words with venom. “His mind is mine now, to do as I please. And since you are his bonded, you are also mine, by association.”

“You can’t do this! This is our mindspace!”

“But I already have!” said Mako, laughing cruelly. “My mental spores have been encroaching on Firen’s mind for some time now, and they’re highly adept at mind control. They’ve merely been waiting in position for my express command.”

Mako raised her foreshoulders with pride. “Flames—such as your evil fire—may be our weakness, but mental manipulation is our strength. Well, that and our exponential spread.”

Her cruel smile widened. She was enjoying herself immensely. “So don’t worry, sprite. My spores will not destroy your beloved. At least not yet. I have ambitious plans for Firen.”

Mako’s jaws twisted into a gleeful grin. “Oh, I simply cannot wait to tell my spawn that I’ve snagged her precious Firen! Shessar will be at my beck and call once more.” Mako gave an ugly snarl in Vasha’s direction. “Sprite-bonded or not!”

The queen began casually floating around the cage as she held the pointed chin of her jaws, pondering. “In fact, I’m betting on it. A simple trade, pet for pet. Firen for Rot. She will be forced to acquiesce to my demands to get what she wants. She’s become far too independent as of late.”

“I saw Shessar perish. What are you talking about? How do you even know about her?”

Mako’s grin returned with a wicked edge. “You’re late to the party, sprite. Under my tutelage, she’s conquered Tikes! All while you and your darling here have wasted your time with pathetic bonds of love.”

Mako raised her chin to glare at Vasha. “It was I that encountered The Reek on our deep space mission, hiding it away until we could return to Cave Landing and consume the city. I was the one to seed my spores on the winds of Narmoroth, a bold strategy yielding manifold returns.

The queen leaned forward, narrowing her eyes. “And I alone recognized Shessar’s potential, raising her as a faithful graybane. Granted, she has yet to meet me in the flesh. To her, I’m merely the disembodied voice of The Reek. But all that will change when our forces are united, and we conquer the full circumference of OutBelt together.”

Mako returned her attention to Vasha. “At which point, I suspect she may well consume Firen to curb her insatiable hunger. And your flame will unravel, freeing your soul to join your kin among the distant stars.”

The queen raised a claw and circled its talons in a flourish as she faded into obscurity. “Sweet dreams! Ta-ta!”

Back in the throne room, Queen Mako ejected Firen’s unconscious body from the throne with a forceful tug, then settled into her seat of power.

She leaned back and closed her eyes, inhaling the spore-ridden ether and pressing her folded wings lightly against the throne’s back.

Everything is proceeding swimmingly.

She looked down at the console beneath her right arm, tutting once again at its wanton destruction.

What were they thinking? Ah, that reminds me …

The queen focused with her mind, sending a query to her graybane minions. “Any sign of the other sprite? The purple one?”

“No, Your Majesty,” replied the elite soldier in her mind. “Although we’re certain we’ve located its position, sealed within the elemental’s quarters at the top of the ship. The crystal walls surrounding that area are considerably stronger than usual.”

“Stronger? What the blazes are you talking about? Speak sense!”

Just then, a violent trembling shook the throne room. It escalated to vibrate the throne, causing the queen’s forelimbs to quake.

An enormous crack ripped through the floor, and towering hunks of amber jostled loose from the walls. The queen spun her head about in alarm, catching sight of the enormous hull breach behind her and spying the black of space. Distant stars were drifting by as the ship continued to accelerate.

Are we beyond Cave Landing? How far have we come?

The queen spun back, belatedly noticing an immense face materializing on the wall opposite the throne. The hulking countenance was at least twenty wings tall and beginning to glow with a dull orange incandescence.

Esme’s eyes locked onto the astonished queen. “Hello, Queen Mako. It’s Esme, from Deep Space Six. Do you remember me?”

The puzzle pieces began to snap into place in Mako’s mind. A guarded hint of consternation flickered across her features. “What’s your game, elemental? What’s this all about?” The queen raised her chin and held her head high. “I’m in charge of this ship. Now, yield command to me per your system contract.”

Esme’s face glowed brighter, now a brilliant yellow. “This won’t take but a moment, I assure you,” she said. “Queen Mako, for crimes of mass murder against the sapient beings of Sardis and treason against the Empire, I invoke the Supreme Executioner clause provided in the Elemental Pact, section 422, sub-section B. You are hereby sentenced to death. May the stars above greet your soul in the Unending Dark.” The elemental’s oversized face tilted to the side. “There, that wasn’t so hard now, was it?”

Mako’s face filled with panic, and she frantically clambered up the back of the throne.

“My apologies, but I will have to detain you for this next part,” said Esme.

A dozen diamond talons sprang from around the throne, piercing the queen’s body to pin her firmly in place.

Mako raged, not because of pain—for she felt none—but because of the brash insolence of the elemental. “How DARE YOU!”

Esme’s yellow blaze was now a blinding white. “I do hope this hurts.”

The long passageway of diamond she’d carved through the ship finally connected to the main thrusters. A diverted river of flame swept through the channel, rising through the dozens of floors to spew forth in a violent torrent from Esme’s yawning mouth.

The blast hit the queen with the force of a raging god, immolating her instantly. The heat was so intense that even the diamond talons clamping Mako down were melted, peeling back into globular fingers that glowed orange.

When the queen’s chance of survival reached one billionth of a percent, Esme redirected the passageway she’d created to purge The Reek from other floors and the torrential blaze abated.

She gazed down at the blackened throne room with deep satisfaction. With this amount of fire at her command, she should have the entire ship scoured clean in under an hour. “Looks like the plan worked, team! Good job keeping the queen preoccupied!”

Her smile fell.

“Firen? Vasha?”

Where did they go?


CHAPTER 41
ADRIFT



Firen was the first to wake, his dry, snakelike eyelids squinting open amidst a bleary stare. He clutched his head and tried to blink away the darkness to peer at his surroundings. But rather than recede, the darkness filled with the multicolored stars of the Brightling Galaxy.

Where am I?

He was adrift in space with no sign of Vasha. In the distance, he could see the shadowy profile of an asteroid silhouetted against the stars. The shape of the hulking object was growing bigger by the second. It seemed familiar but was far too smooth to be Narmoroth.

Firen arced his neck around to spy behind him.

There’s Narmoroth. I’d recognize that profile anywhere.

He frowned. His old rock was even further away and growing noticeably smaller. Realization dawned, and he swung his tail to spin back around and greet his destination.

Tikes.

It was approaching fast, only a couple of minutes away.

He itched a spot at the base of his skull and was startled when a mass of dry flakes came loose, whisking away on the ether wind.

Are the spores … gone?

Firen closed his eyes and delved into his mindspace. He vaguely recalled gray bars imprisoning him there, but the details were hazy. To his relief, Vasha was sleeping peacefully with no signs of imprisonment.

Maybe it was a dream.

He peered deeper into the mindspace, exploring every corner, analyzing his emotions and the feeling of his body.

The irritability he’d felt earlier was gone, yet something still didn’t feel quite right. A strange, lethargic fog surrounded his thoughts, particularly his recent memories of the throne room.

The throne room! That’s how we got here. We must have been blasted out of that rip in the hull Mako created.

Vasha’s phantom dragon form stretched, and she smacked her lips as she opened her eyes. “I think my strength is returning,” she said with a yawn. She jolted fully awake when she saw Firen gazing at her with his typical teasing smirk. “You’re back! It’s you, Firen, the real you!”

She rushed to him, diving into his muscle-bound chest, where she nuzzled her head.

Firen hesitated. “I … I’m still not right. Would you … check me?”

“Of course, bonded.”

Vasha spread out her senses from their mindspace, sweeping them over his mental and physical aspects. “Ah, I see.” When her bright blue eyes refocused, her smile was strained. “The Reek is still there, poised around the inner edge of your skull. The good news is that it hasn’t progressed at all. But the bad news is that it hasn’t regressed either. It’s as if it’s inert, waiting for its next command or something like that.”

Firen exhaled. “At least it’s not spreading. Is there no way you can burn it out?”

Vasha shook her beautiful features. “It would kill you. I’m sure of it.”

“I’m not afraid of the pain or losing memories. It would be better to suffer those and still live.”

“I know that, bonded. It’s not just the memories. It’s your brain, Firen. If I damage the wrong part, you might stop breathing, or your heart stop pumping, or … or … ”

“Alright, I didn’t mean for you to get worked up about it,” he said, holding her closer. “We’ll figure something out.” Firen swallowed. His throat didn’t need it here in this metaphysical plane, but it came out naturally as an expression of his insecurity. “I’m sorry, Vasha. I’m sorry I ignored your advice and left the safety of the mech. I’m sorry for how angry I’ve been. My emotions have gotten the best of me over the last few hours.”

Vasha nestled her face even further into his chest. “It’s alright, Firen. Unfortunately, I’ve seen it all before. My previous bonded perished the same way.” She lifted her head and gave him a wistful smile as she gazed deep into his eyes. “I’d like to share a memory with you. It’s one I’ve been holding back from the final moments my previous bonded was alive. It’s the last remaining secret between you and me. If we somehow aren’t able to save you, I think I would regret not showing you this.”

She paused, waiting for his assent, before drawing the memory from her chest. It took the form of a glowing orb in this ethereal plane, and she tentatively pressed it to him.

The orb resisted for a moment, then sank into Firen’s chest.

Suddenly, Firen was viewing a sprawling medic ward of an unfamiliar design. Sprites flitted back and forth between dozens of sleep cocoons, each one filled with a dozing dragon. The cocoons were wired with a dizzying array of tubes that gushed magical mixtures into their occupants’ bodies.

Most of the sprites were yellow and green, making it easy to recognize Vasha. She was the only blue in the room, perched beside an unconscious dragon with heavily labored breathing. His head and a single claw extended from the cocoon, and Firen was shocked at how scorched the dragon’s skin was. Every inch of the beast had been charred to a crisp. Every other breath the dragon took seemed to dislodge a black flake of skin, which fluttered away and dissolved into ash.

Firen glanced around at the other dragons in cocoons and realized they all possessed the same charred malady. One of the medical sprites aimed a tiny version of a flameburst cannon at a dragon’s face, lancing off a spore that had erupted there. The deadly parasite burst into crackling flame, causing its host to groan before settling into unconsciousness once more. In the spore’s place lay a fresh patch of black char.

It was then that Firen realized where he was.

It’s a treatment center for infected dragons.

He returned his attention to Vasha. She was sitting silently atop her dragon’s cocoon when another she-sprite, orange in color, drifted up to land beside her.

“You understand the prognosis?” said the stranger.

Vasha nodded, saying nothing.

The medical sprite continued her explanation regardless as if needing to utter the words to pacify her conscience. Her voice was gentle yet cold, the words having been repeated to the point of becoming devoid of all feeling. “I’m afraid it’s no use. The spores have reached his brain. Your bond with him has extended his life by several hours, but he will turn by the end of the day. I’m sending his body for immediate cremation.” The orange sprite turned a darker hue, bordering on red. “Unless you would prefer to initiate the burning yourself from your shared mindspace? As his bonded, it is your right. Many sprites choose this option to say goodbye to their beloved. It grants them a measure of peace. Or so I’m told.”

“I-I don’t think I could do it. What’s the benefit to doing it that way?”

The orange she-sprite paused. “Honestly, it depends on who you ask. Some believe that if the severing of the soul is timed correctly by the sprite, then their dragon no longer experiences the pain of death; that when the sprite initiates the full body immolation, the physical reactions we witness and commonly associate with pain never reach the ultimate destination of their bonded’s soul.” The medical sprite waved her flame about vaguely. “Those beliefs are purely hypothetical, in my professional opinion. The more important and largely undisputed fact is that many sprites wish to spend their beloved’s final moments with them in the sanctity of their mindspace. Those sprites claim there is simply no substitute for that moment. They describe a wave of peace in knowing the one they love has been absorbed into their own flame. The unfortunate cost of that special moment is that the sprite requires the mental fortitude to initiate the death process for the one they love.”

Vasha’s flame flickered, then shook back and forth. “You’re asking me to kill my best friend. My lover. I can’t. I just can’t—there’s no way.”

“I understand. If you would kindly float to the side over there, I’ll get his pod moving. If you’d like to be present during the cremation, there is a crystal viewing window through that veiled hollow entrance.”

The medic pressed her flame against a concealed panel on the side of the sleep cocoon and generated a spark that connected briefly with the device. Not long after, the cocoon puffed bursts of ether, rising from the floor to drift gently forward. The medic guided it to a circular aperture in the wall that opened to swallow the pod. After a glance at Vasha, the orange sprite followed the cocoon inside.

Vasha found herself in a daze as she meandered through the ward. Without even knowing how she got there, she arrived in the cremation viewing area, a small, dark chamber with barely enough room to contain a half dozen sprites. Some distant part of her consciousness registered the name of her bonded on the display screen next to the crystal window.

When the raging sea of flames engulfed the sleep cocoon on the other side, she watched with detached interest as if viewing the entire scene through someone else’s eyes. It was partly the fault of the severe soundproofing of the dense crystal—the flames were unmistakably roaring on the other side, yet in the viewing room, it was deathly quiet. In more ways than one.

She gazed through the glass with callous indifference.

Until their soulbond snapped.

Then her flame fell limp and she howled in excruciating pain.

The memory ended with Vasha sobbing as her wilted flame slapped against the glass. Firen’s vision faded to white, then gradually returned to focus. He was back in their mindspace before a visibly shaking Vasha in dragon form. Her eyes were wet, and she gazed at him expectantly.

Firen paused, taking care to respond with the utmost respect. “Thank you for sharing that with me. I can see why that memory is so important to you. But I’m still confused about one thing: Why did you want to keep this a secret from me? The memory is, well, harmless.”

“Don’t you see? I don’t have the luxury of cremation with you. When the time is right, I won’t be able to put it off. I must kill you.”

Firen raised his head. “I’d expect nothing less from you, Vasha. I would be honored to die by your flame. I’ve not regretted a single moment of bonding with you.”

She snorted. “All two days of it, huh?”

“You know what I mean.”

He wrapped her body tight in his arms and they spent several tender moments there, simply communing together, abiding in the same space with united hearts and minds. The closeness inevitably led to a time of intimate bonding where Firen’s heartfire blazed brighter than ever, and Vasha reveled in the depths of his soul.

When the waves of ecstasy from their bonding finally ceased, he clasped her claw. “Ready to go see where we’re headed? We were blown off into space through that hull breach in the throne room. We’re on our way to Tikes now.”

“Oh, I’d like to see that. Tarly told me how beautiful it was.”

He gazed into her eyes with a soft smile. “I can’t wait to show it to you.”

They exited their shared mindspace to be confronted by the massive surface of Tikes filling their view. The sight startled Firen enough that he instantly flared his wings, slowing their descent. Not only had he grossly miscalculated their speed, but he’d also lost track of time in their mindspace. It was good that they exited when they did—they were only a thousand wings away from colliding with the surface.

“Not quite the beauty I was expecting,” said Vasha, her keen perception picking out myriad details from afar.

When Firen focused his gaze, his breath caught in his throat.

Before them lay a sprawling panorama of gray death.


CHAPTER 42
THE MONSTER INSIDE



The trail—if you could even call it that—was at least a hundred wings across, snaking haphazardly across the ground from one horizon to the other. There was a central rut to the phenomenon, where an immense weight had compressed the fertile soil of Tikes’ farmland. Flanking the rut on either side was a swath of dried-out moongrass, utterly sapped of all life. Lonely islands of purple still clustered here and there, typically on the inside of the trail’s curve, when it took a sharp turn.

All else was gray.

What happened here?

Cognizant of Firen’s thoughts, Vasha answered. “There.”

He had to squint to see what she had spotted. Tucked beneath the horizon, a cloud of gray dust blossomed into the sky.

He tilted his splayed wings, swooping them around to align with the sight before settling into a steady rhythm of pumping up and down. With Vasha’s impressive power aiding his flight, they reached their destination in minutes.

An enormous, swollen bag of flesh was hurtling its massive tentacles against the steel door of an underground bunker. The metal had been severely punished, warped in every direction, barely clinging to its frame. Every time a tentacle connected, the dead husks of surrounding moongrass bounced free from the ground to join the burgeoning cloud in the sky.

Firen circled, examining the area. It appeared to be some kind of intermediate storage depot, where the surrounding farms would store their vast crop yields until a cargo vehicle shipped them elsewhere.

“I bet you ten scales there are dragons in that bunker,” said Vasha.

Firen snorted. “Nice try. You don’t have any scales. Where would you keep them?” He shook his ankle wallet teasingly, then frowned at the troubling lack of jingle. The wallet—including his ID card for the mine—had been reduced to nothing more than a charred strap of rockling leather hanging on by a literal thread.

Now, it was Vasha’s turn to snort. “Sounds like you don’t either.”

Firen exhaled with inflated cheeks, peering again at the rampaging monster. “Ideas?”

“We’d have much better odds with a mech, but this area seems sorely lacking in those.”

“Yeah, Tikes is known for its farmland. We could find a harvester mech if we scouted ahead. But they’re not designed for battle. I doubt it would last ten seconds against this thing.” Firen shook his head, staring. “I’ve never seen anything like this. What kind of monster is it?”

Vasha paused. “I’m not certain, but I think it’s a Reeklak. I’ve never seen one myself; only heard the stories. They can grow as large as a small moon if left unchecked for several weeks.”

“Damn.”

“What about the depot? Surely there’s something we can use?”

“Hmm. Even farming mechs need mage salt. Do you see any canisters of that lying around?”

“None whatsoever. It’s quite valuable, though, correct? Wouldn’t it be stored in the bunker?”

Firen groaned. “Sometimes you’re too smart for your own good, you know that?”

Vasha gave him a loving slap of her flame against his neck. Rather than lightning in his soul, the action elicited little more than a distant echo of quickening within his heart.

Firen frowned.

I’m getting worse again.

Vasha stilled when she sensed his thoughts. She shook off the rumination of his declining condition by changing the subject. “I think we need a test of your dragonfire against the monster. Do you think you could give it a concentrated blast while dodging those nasty tentacles?”

“Good idea. I’d like to sneak up behind that thing, but I can’t tell where its head is. I guess I’ll try attacking the side farthest from that cargo door. If the beast has any kind of blind spot, that’s where it would be.”

Vasha nodded, dove into Firen’s heartfire, and lit him up from head to tail with her phantom blue flame.

Firen shimmied his body into position, facing vertically downward. He gave several powerful snaps of his wings, plummeting into a dive and tucking in his limbs to minimize his profile against the ambient ether.

When he was a mere two wings from the loamy soil, his rigid wings flung out at an angle, instantly converting his downward trajectory into horizontal momentum.

His tucked body corkscrewed through the sky, skimming less than a wing from the ground. As he approached the colossal blob of congealed flesh, he filled his lungs to their fullest. Then, as he pulled up into an abrupt climb, he expelled a fierce gale of liquid flame, bright blue and blistering hot.

The deluge poured over the monster’s side, and it gave a mighty roar. But whether it was from pain or raw fury, Firen didn’t know. For when he reached the safety of the sky, he saw little reward from his efforts. There was a deep gouge of charred flesh—that much was clear. But from this height, the damage seemed minuscule compared to the sheer size of the beast. It was a paper cut on a giant.

This thing is so big that I barely left a mark.

“Try concentrating on one of the limbs,” said Vasha’s voice in his mind. “Perhaps this is a battle of attrition we can win over the long haul.”

Firen gathered his strength, repositioned, and shot into a dive once more.

But this time, he had the monster’s full attention. Even though his drop location was significantly further from the cargo door, he was shocked to see the beast hurrying to close the distance, using its tentacles to latch onto the ground and heave its central mass forward.

Right before he entered the tentacles’ range, Firen aborted his dive, whipping back around to reevaluate his strategy.

Shockingly, the monster launched out a tentacle, and it stretched into a slender limb, barely a single dragon thigh thick.

“FIREN!”

He twisted aside at the last second, and the appendage shot past him. The bellowing monster yanked the tentacle back, forcing Firen to twist in a tight spiral to evade it. He barely had time to think, let alone get a blast of fire off at the retreating limb.

“I’m getting us some distance,” he said, panting as he frantically flapped his wings.

He was at double their initial drop height when the monster attacked again. Firen began to scoff at its outlandish attempt, then was astonished when he had to evade the extended limb yet again.

“It’s absorbing its arms,” said Vasha. “Look.”

Sure enough, the dozens of tentacles were being sucked greedily inside the central blob of flesh. Seconds later, it began to spool out finer strands of flesh that tumbled into a coiled mess around its base. Each strand was a twisted fusion of sinews and tendons, as thick as a talon and deceptively long.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” said Vasha.

“Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

He took off, flying at a fierce pace away from the creature. He was ten wingbeats into a good rhythm when Vasha shouted in his mind. “THEY’RE COMING!”

Firen spun into a corkscrew, preemptively swerving to avoid what he knew was coming.

It wasn’t enough.

A wild mesh of ropey strands flew past him, then jerked back, snaring two of his feet and a wing.

He instinctively blew fire at the strand caught on his wing, and in a moment of elation, it snapped free into charred pieces.

But in that moment when he’d been focused above, another strand caught him below, snagging a third foot.

Vasha’s blue shield flared to its fullest, but it had no effect against the fleshy strands other than toasting their surface.

He jetted hot flame all over his legs, relying on his scales to disperse the heat.

Two of his feet snapped free.

Then, a new loop snagged on his neck, and a second shortly after.

Suddenly, he was inundated by an avalanche of the snares sweeping over his body, tangling every one of his limbs in a jumbled mess.

He thrashed and fought as the monster reeled him in like a rockling caught in a net. But, predictably, the more he flailed about, the more entangled he became. Within seconds, not a single scale could be seen from outside the writhing ball.

This is it. This is where we die.

Exhausted, Firen finally allowed his efforts to wane and his limbs fell limp.

Curiously, a few of the threads slackened and unwound from around his neck. It was just enough for his head to squirrel free of the tangled ball.

He arched his neck around and was surprised to find he was now on the ground, pinned to the soil by the combined strength of the narrow strands. The globular torso of the monster rose like a wall before him. Now that he was up close, he could see that its surface was abnormally tough, packed solid with what looked like shattered bone to act as a dense layer of armor.

The spores at the base of Firen’s skull twitched as if sensing their kin nearby. The action caused a shooting lance of pain to pierce his mind. Then, the sensation abruptly stopped as a more potent dose of The Reek’s chemical cocktail flooded his brain. Firen shook his head to clear the fog, unable to free his trapped limbs from his sides.

Without warning, the monster’s flesh wall began to surge to the sides, leaving a gaping hole in its wake. The recess widened to form a deep cavity where the fortified external armor gave way to tender, juicy innards. A smaller monster with the body of a rockling scurried forward from the cave’s gloomy depths.

The thing had the neck and head of a dragon attached to its carapace by a bed of ashen threads. It gave it the appearance of being haphazardly sewn on with a zig-zagging thread of gray. The monster’s face was partially buried in a motile variety of the spores, which pawed and swayed at the ambient ether. Despite its butchered appearance, Firen recognized it instantly.

Shessar.

She was standing there with a tilted head and a sly smirk.

“Oh, hello there, Firen. I thought that was you flitting about out here. Like one of those annoying biting gnats you were.”

She turned to the cave wall and rubbed one of her rockling appendages against it in a disturbing caress. “You almost got away from Rot here.” She smiled. “But he’s not so easily outdone. Are you, dear?”

The immense wall of flesh shuddered, creating a wet slapping sound as the congealed dragon parts smacked together.

Firen swallowed the bile rising in his throat.

“Oh, please forgive my manners! I don’t know what I’m thinking. Do come inside!”

She spun about and scuttled away into the darkness, leaving the plethora of strands to plunge Firen into the cave behind her.

Into the belly of the beast.

The strands dumped him unceremoniously within before dissolving into a creamy fluid that was absorbed into the pulsating floor.

The orifice behind him closed with such a squelch that a gush of fluid squirted from its retreating chasm, slopping onto Firen’s legs.

He shuddered, shaking off the goop.

Other than Vasha’s blue flame still coursing along his scales, the chamber was oppressively dark. The gloom mixed with the stench of death and an incessant slurping from within the walls to create a ghoulish nightmare.

When he turned to peer about, his gaze was assaulted with horrors. Everywhere he looked, a dragon’s face in a rictus of pain stared back at him. The walls were full of decapitated heads, literally stacked on top of each other and all facing inward, even forming an arched ceiling.

He stumbled backward at the scene, his feet slipping on the blood-soaked skin stretched taut. He hastily sculled his wings to avoid bumping into the macabre array of jaws at his back.

This is hell.

“Welcome to my little piece of paradise,” said Shessar cheerily. “It’s not much, but it’s home.”

Another spike of pain pierced Firen’s brain, this time stronger. He gasped in agony and thwacked his open palm against his temple, struggling to gather his wits about him. It took several seconds for the darkened chamber to stop swimming.

It’s getting worse.

“Firen, it’s almost time,” said Vasha’s gentle voice in his mind. “Remember the memory I showed you.”

Her words were fainter now as if being suppressed by another presence.

Firen raised his head, determined to put on a bold showing to mask his worsening condition. Yet, despite his redoubled efforts, he couldn’t stifle the gasp when he caught the rows of lifeless heads staring at him.

“Quite the trophy wall you have here,” he said, choking out the words with a foul taste bombarding his tongue.

“Oh, these precious things?” asked Shessar, gesturing to the walls with a proud sweep of her foremost rockling leg. “One could say this is the true brains of our operation.”

She tossed back her head and laughed aloud.

As if on cue, another spike of pain caused Firen’s back to arch. His body locked in a gnarled contortion. His muscles gradually thawed, and he looked up at Shessar once again, panting forcefully. Her jaws were pulled wide in a vicious grin, reveling in his dwindling strength.

“How can … you even … see in here?” he asked, trying to distract her.

“Hm? Oh, Rot gives me all the sensory information I need. Despite his lack of outward-facing eyes, he’s extraordinarily perceptive.” She waved at Vasha’s phantom flame as if shooing away a nightfly. “You have your means, as do I. But let’s be honest, Firen. That protective barrier won’t last much longer.”

Her eyes flashed with sadistic glee, and she launched herself into a gentle drift to draw closer. “Then my spores will do what they do best: Take over your mind to become my personal slave. And when I say ‘personal’, I mean it in every sense of the word.”

When her snout was less than a claw breadth away, she pierced her legs into the floor, arresting her motion.

Firen tensed and froze, not daring to move an inch.

Shessar closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The motile spores on her face fluttered wildly as she took in Firen’s scent. Next, she flicked out her forked tongue and unabashedly slathered it on his unmoving face.

Her shoulders tensed with ecstasy, and her eyelids sprang open, wide with a lustful hunger.

“Firen,” Vasha said in his mind. “It’s time, beloved. Come to me.”

Shessar pounced on him, unable to constrain her appetite any longer. She locked her jaws onto his in a forceful, open-mouthed kiss.

A flood of spores assaulted his throat, sweeping into his lungs unopposed.

Firen fled to his mindspace.

Vasha was there waiting for him.

Their phantom bodies rushed to each other, diving into a fierce embrace.

A distant crash resounded. The dimension quaked.

“It won’t be long now,” said Vasha. “I’ll try to make it as painless as poss⁠—”

“Vasha. I love you.”

Firen brushed his lips tenderly against hers. It was the polar opposite of Shessar’s kiss, filled with intimacy, longing, and a powerful projection of self-sacrifice. “I would do anything for you,” the kiss said.

Vasha responded eagerly, and their bodies entwined.

With their ethereal forms pressed close together, Vasha prepared to burn it all down. She focused on the spores lining Firen’s brain, planning to ignite them first before moving on to the rest of his body. It would create a dramatically different result than her phantom barrier. This would be a true physical manifestation of fire inside the cells of his body, burning away every last iota of his being, untethering his soul from the mortal plane.

Except suddenly, Firen resisted.

His heartfire erupted into a raging inferno as he siphoned the power of the mindspace realm into it. Vasha momentarily balked, not understanding what he was doing. Then, as she caught on, she added her power to his efforts, tinting his flames a bright blue and exponentially magnifying their heat.

Their combined strength swiftly crushed their shared dimension into raw energy. It swept away as fuel for his roaring heartfire, which had swelled to a mountain of ferocious force.

A desolating explosion of heat and azure light swept out from their bodies.

The world turned white.

Firen’s heartfire went nova.


CHAPTER 43
A TRAIL GONE COLD



The gleaming figure of the queen’s mech touched down on Narmoroth’s scarred face, piloted by none other than Captain Brinks.

He barked through the mech’s intercom. “Give me a secure perimeter, a thousand wings across. You see any spores, you light ‘em up, no hesitation! Spread out and look for clues. If you find anything at all, get it checked by a tracker immediately.”

A flurry of activity ensued as two dozen battle-class mechs rushed to carry out his orders.

Nestled safely inside the dense walls of armored steel, curled into the crystalline mind pod like a newborn babe, the captain gave a contented sigh. He might not possess a bonded sprite like the queen or that lucky bastard, Blazerunner. But he had experience. He’d waited years to pilot an elite mech, and his time had finally come.

The queen had practically begged him to join the hunt for the elemental, and piloting her mech had been his only condition. It helped that she’d already resigned to letting that idiot outsider use it.

What a joke. Greener than a farmer’s ass, that one.

The captain reached out with his mind to examine the mental interface one more time. The technology was truly astonishing, even without a bonded sprite to extend its capability. The only thing he regretted was not having enough time to customize the settings to his personal liking.

And if I could only get an excuse to try out these insane weapons.

A crackle sounded over his intercom, interrupting his scheming. “Sir, we’ve found something. Clear signs of a battle.”

Damn. That didn’t take long.

“What have you got?”

“A dozen bodies burned to cinders. There’s also an abundance of ash flying around. You’d better come see for yourself.”

“Location?”

“Skyward corner of the perimeter, sir. Furthest from Cave Landing.”

“On my way.”

Brinks paused, savoring the sweet anticipation of using the elite mech. He burst into motion, blurring across the rocky plain amidst a backwash of whorling ether.

He arrived at his destination all too soon, and his right eye twitched in irritation.

Two mechs were crouched on all fours with their heads pitched sharply down, examining a cluster of charred remains. The dragon-shaped corpses had been so superheated that their feet had fused with the rock, creating a glassy contrast in the field of matte black.

The captain’s mech copied his posture perfectly, glaring with obvious disdain at the scene.

“Any sign of the elemental?”

“I think so, sir. Look at this.”

The soldier used a steel talon to point to two tiny green spikes embedded side-by-side in the rock. Framed next to the battle mech, the shards appeared insignificant, yet they were anything but when Brink’s vision zoomed in.

Emerald.

“Damn. Good work, soldier.” Captain Brinks pondered momentarily, scratching a claw against his jaw, not realizing that his massive mech was doing the same. “Any evidence of spores?”

“None, sir. As far as we can tell, they’ve vacated this entire flank of the asteroid now.”

Brinks peered up into space, picking out the distant light of Deep Space Six with the mech’s binocular sights.

“It’s too quiet. I don’t like it.”

As if by invitation, his intercom crackled alive with the panting voice of a communications officer. “Captain! We received a cry for help on the emergency channels. It’s from Denrock City on Tikes, sir. An army of gray dragons has surrounded them. All signs indicate they’re about to attack!”

Brinks flexed his fist and grinned.

Might get to try out these weapons after all.

“Roger that, comms. Contact the queen for authorization. There’s more than one way to gather evidence of The Reek.”

Brink turned his attention to the mechs at his side. “I don’t know about you fellas, but I’m itching to shower some unholy retribution on those dead bastards. Let’s give ‘em hell, eh?”

“Yes, SAH!”

“Uh, sir?” The soldier nodded with his battle mech to something in the sky behind Brinks. “We have incoming.”

A shadow swept over their location, blocking out the weak light from the distant binary suns of Karn and Kax. When Brinks looked up, the vast shape of a hive ship was rapidly decelerating to their precise location.

The ship was definitely of Sardis System design, and something about it tickled the captain’s memory, but he’d never seen one quite like it. Its crystal hull was so brilliant that it sparkled, glowing with an amethyst phosphorescence from bow to stern. Here and there along its sides were pockets of amber amongst the walls of purple. The dwindling number of these amber chambers were venting furious blasts of angry fire straight out into space.

The ship eased to a halt with a mighty roar from its thrusters in reverse and began descending. When it was less than fifty wings away, a hole in its side tore away and there stood the ship’s elemental, a glittering being formed from purple diamond with a matching star sprite on her shoulder.

“Get in, losers,” shouted Esme, “we’re going home.”

“Who are you?” said Brinks, his voice amplified by the mech. His words sounded equal parts awe and indignance.

“The name’s Esme,” said the elemental. “Don’t wear it out.”

Twin doors to the ship’s hull began sliding apart, exposing the space dock within and inviting the soldiers inside.

The captain’s brow pinched tight.

Esme … I remember now. That’s what Blazerunner called our elemental back on Deep Space Six. But what happened to her color? And where’s this sassy attitude coming from?

The battle mech beside Brinks turned to address him. “Sir? What are your orders?”

Brinks glanced at the elemental again, but the walls had already sealed her away.

The captain sighed. “Get on board and spread the order to the others. That elemental is definitely hive military, and with all the fire venting through the ship, it’s safe to say she’s not allied with the spores. Let’s see what she has to say.”

High above the soldiers, the wall of ruptured diamonds reformed into a solid plane, and Esme turned to the sprite on her shoulder.

She had asked Keemee to show her how to act more confidently and add more humor to her words. He had been abundantly happy to oblige.

“Like that, correct?” she asked. “Was my performance acceptable?”

Keemee flared brightly with pride.

“It was perfect.”

She gave him a genuine smile, then gestured at the wall, creating a series of doorways that bared open before them. She strode confidently forward using her strange shuffle, her feet never once leaving contact with the ship as each step rose on short columns of diamond that connected with the floor. Within minutes, they’d traversed several of the ship’s floors, entering the space dock as the grumpy captain was clambering free from the queen’s mech.

“Ah, Captain Brinks,” said Esme. “I’m surprised the queen let you part with her precious baby.”

The captain spat a ferocious glob at the floor. “Better than that nobody, Blazerunner, getting it.” He examined her violet diamond body with an arched eyebrow, causing Esme to subconsciously draw her crystal robe a little tighter. “So what happened to you?”

“This is Keemee,” she said, pointing with her palm to the purple sprite on her shoulder. “He and I have bonded. From what I’ve read in Sardis’ historical records, it’s never been done with an elemental.” At the captain’s unimpressed shrug, she continued. “It was a most fortuitous bond for the both of us.”

“Yeah,” said Keemee. “Esme got upgraded to diamond and she gained this sick purple color. Now she can grow her crystals wicked fast and even change their mass to be super dense.”

“Yes!” said Esme, holding up her forefinger and waving it side to side. “Yes, indeedy!”

Keemee nodded. “And I got … I got … wait, what did I get?”

The elemental coughed into her fist. “You received the undying love and attention of a powerful hive ship administrator.”

Keemee fell silent.

Dammit, I’ve been scammed.

“Congrats and all, but I don’t have time for this soilbaggin’,” said Brinks. “Where’d you get the ship?”

“Don’t you recognize it? It’s Deep Space One, Captain! Only expertly converted to my new diamond base element.”

The dragon’s eyes grew wide. “You weren’t joking about the wicked-fast crystal growth. So, the mission was a success? Where’s that Blazerunner and his blue sprite?”

“Ah. Technically speaking, we have no idea,” said Esme.

“What?”

“They got blasted into space right after Esme melted Queen Mako’s face off,” said Keemee, trying to be helpful.

“You did what?”

“Calm down, Captain,” said Esme. “It was all part of the plan.”

“So this was premeditated? This is sounding more like an insurrection than a mission.”

“They were all infected by The Reek!” said Keemee.

“Can you prove it?”

Esme gave an exasperated sigh. “I’ll give Queen Remy the full debrief when we return to Deep Space Six. From my perspective, you are welcome to be present at that time, although the queen has the final word on that, of course. That’s all I will say on the matter for now.”

Brinks got right up in Esme’s face. “You abandoned ship while we were traveling at high speed toward an asteroid filled with enemy troops. It’s only the queen’s quick thinking that prevented us from smashing into dust. Then we spend hours searching for you. When we finally find you, you’ve taken over a hive ship and killed its queen. I don’t know what you’re playing at, elemental, but you have a lot to answer for.”

Esme’s face was bottled fury. She poked Brinks in the chest with the full force of her diamond finger. “First, Captain, I did not abandon ship. There was an unforeseen accident aboard that pinned me to the outside. I was jettisoned free by none other than the queen herself when she ordered the thrusters into reverse. Which she would know not to do had she taken my advice and undertaken the emergency drills every six months, like she was supposed to.”

Esme stalked forward, jabbing the captain repeatedly in the chest to emphasize her points. He was so astonished at her fury that he gave ground without thinking, backpedaling on all fours.

“Second, you abandoned us! We were waiting for you there on Narmoroth, and the ship flew away! You can check with the Royal Guard if you don’t believe me. The only dragon that came to our rescue was Firen Blazerunner—yes, the outsider. He saved us in the nick of time from an overwhelming attack from The Reek.

“Third, you didn’t find us. You don’t get that credit, so don’t you dare try to put that on your report. We found you.” The captain’s back was now pinned against the hull wall. “Don’t think for a second that I’m ignorant of your motives to showboat the queen’s mech.”

The space dock fell silent as Esme’s reddened face lost heat.

Brinks glanced at the slack-jawed elites staring at them, and a fresh welling of contempt rose in his throat. “By my title of captain, I outrank you by⁠—”

“You outrank no one,” said Esme. “Not here, on my ship.”

Brinks’ eyes widened, and he opened his jaws to speak, but she wouldn’t give him the chance.

“Let me explain it to you in simple words that you’ll understand,” said Esme, fueling her heat once again. “Queen Mako killed this ship’s elemental, and I killed Queen Mako, serving justice as per the Executioner Clause in my contract. By law, this ship is mine, Captain, as long as I’m acting in good faith to return it to the Empress as soon as possible. Within the bounds of this vessel, I’m permitted to act however I see fit to ensure its arrival on InBelt so it can be assigned a new queen.”

Esme backed away, appraising him up and down with disgust. “In fact, I’ve suddenly decided I don’t like you. Get off my ship, you insolent BASTARD!”

The hull behind Brinks vanished, revealing open space. Before he could react, Esme grew her hand to enormous proportions and swatted him using the full force of Keemee’s power.

Brinks’ body tumbled away into the void.

The wall reformed, and Esme’s hand returned to its normal size. She then turned to Keemee, smiling. “How about that performance? Acceptable?”

The sprite shifted nervously. “Perhaps a tad much.”

Esme’s head snapped to the wall where the hole had been a moment prior.

“Oh.”
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“I trust you, Esme,” said the queen over the intercom. “We don’t have time for the full debriefing now. Just please get back here as soon as possible.”

“We’re under five minutes away, Your Majesty. I’ll dock us right up against Deep Space Six. What’s going on?”

“The emergency distress signal—scouts have confirmed that it’s legitimate. There are a hundred thousand souls sheltering in Denrock City. An army of The Reek has surrounded them, thousands strong. They’re simply standing there, waiting, and it’s the perfect time to make a preemptive strike before they attack. I’m sending an emergency missive to the Empress before marshaling our full strength.”

A sharp bang sounded over the intercom as the queen slammed her fist down on whatever table was in front of her. “DAMN, I wish I could fit in my mech! I could make a real difference in this fight.”

“Your Majesty, I doubt the empress wants you putting yourself in mortal danger like that.”

“Pah! Let’s be honest, Esme. We both know you manage the ship. That fact has become abundantly clear to me over the last few hours. I’m little more than a figurehead to sustain morale. Besides, what’s the point in winning the grand medal at the Hive Championships if I can’t use any of that power!”

Another slam.

Esme tapped a forefinger against her cheek, thinking. “I have an idea.”


CHAPTER 44
THE BATTLE ABOVE DENROCK



Clawyer stared at the vast array of vents marking the subterranean location of Denrock City. From the surface, it was a pitiful showing. But like all cities on OutBelt, any exterior indications of habitation were severely understated because the entire populace dwelled hundreds of wings underground, safe from the collisions that accompanied asteroid living.

Despite its disappointing appearance, Clawyer knew how massive the city truly was, for he’d grown up here. In fact, he still had several relatives living in its outermost reaches, deep in the lower-level suburbs.

He would have remembered that fact had The Reek allowed it. But family affection was one emotion from a long list that The Reek intentionally censored. It simply wouldn’t do for its possessed minions to have second thoughts. The very concept undermined The Reek’s reason for living. It must advance. It must consume.

Clawyer’s neck spasmed.

She should be here by now.

He’d pressed the army to its limits, maintaining little more than a smattering of scouts at the fringes while his central force drifted doggedly onward. When they’d inevitably encountered resistance, he’d smothered it instantly, tripling the force necessary for each engagement.

This consolidation of resources had sped the army along considerably. Although each occasion detained three times the troops, it was snuffed out in a tenth of the time. The results were good to know, and Clawyer belatedly realized they should have been advancing that way from the beginning.

He frowned.

Another item in the growing list of things I’d do differently.

He raised his gaze to the horizon. It was getting late, so he made a decision.

I’ll give her one more hour. If she’s still not here by then, we’ll march on the city regardless.

Shessar was a tough superior to predict. She encouraged Clawyer to make his own independent judgments as long as they didn’t clash with hers. But that was the problem—given the situation, it was often decidedly unclear what her judgments would have been. On her calmest day, she was more erratic than a darkwing bee in flight.

She’d explicitly commanded him to wait for her outside the city. But for how long? That was a key piece of information that, in retrospect, seemed like a critical oversight. Unless this was a test of some sort?

Clawyer shook his head.

No.

Shessar knew he’d never wait for days. The Reek’s lower minions might have infinite patience with their mindless obeisance.

He did not.

After all, this was supposed to be a race, dammit!

No, something had happened that had caused her to delay. He would march on the city first, then backtrack with a battalion or two around to her side of the asteroid. But conquering the city came first.

It wouldn’t even take that long.

Its underground fortifications might make for an effective defense against asteroids, but they were woeful indeed against The Reek. The piped vents leaking all manner of waste into space were a glaring weakness. It would be a trivial matter to funnel clouds of countless spores inside. Then, once the first line of defenders became possessed, they’d open the blast doors to the outside and the rest of their forces would sweep in.

Clawyer sighed. It was so easy that he felt his potential was wasted.

The mental clarion call of one of Clawyer’s captains abruptly rang in his mind. “General, we’ve got a sighting of something airborne headed our way. Looks like a hive ship, coming in fast.”

Damn it.

“Initiate defensive positions immediately, Captain.”

“Uhh, defensive positions, sir? What, ah … what would you mean by that?”

Damn damn double damn.

They’d never practiced any form of defense. They’d had no need. Why bother when all a dragon had to do was breathe the very ether in the sky before defecting to their side?

Clawyer viewed the horizon and soon spied the incoming quarry. It looked like nothing more than two bright specks of white fire in the sky right now, flying side by side. But they were rapidly getting closer.

His eyes swung to the army, positioned below the elevated ridge where he stood. He absently realized their force was clumped together far too tightly.

It had been a good idea at the time—it was easier to control minds when they were in close vicinity to you. Unfortunately, it also made them an easy target.

Dammit!

His attention returned to the captain.

“Look, just spread out and try to avoid any attacks. Fight back with everything you have. How’s that?”

“Yes, sir. We’ll get right on it.”

Clawyer clenched his gray claws into white-knuckled fists, watching impotently as his forces sluggishly awakened from their stupor. The outer edges of troops were beginning to peel away from their densely packed formations, but they were so abominably slow. There were at least twenty thousand beasts crammed together there, and at this sorry rate, it would take hours for the ones in the middle to shamble free. He could order them to leap skyward, but then the ether winds could blow them away without a trace.

His claws unclenched and his dismay was replaced with a mischievous grin. Shessar often said that sometimes, all it took was a single word to swing the outcome of a battle.

Clawyer focused his mind on the nearby clouds of spores, tapping into his delegated authority and sending them the command that could change everything.

Attack.

The spores rushed to obey, blossoming into a vast swarm that fluttered toward the array of pipes over Denrock City.

Clawyer’s grin widened.

If they destroyed his army, he’d just make a new one.

Underground.
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The lower cargo bay doors of Deep Space Six yawned wide. From the perspective of the awaiting mechs within, the face of Tikes a thousand wings below resembled a cliff nonchalantly drifting by. The Reek’s army looked like a broad smudge on the ground as if someone had smeared putty on a brown canvas.

“Go, go, go!” shouted the commander over the intercom.

The first row of mechs leaped loose from their stations along the space dock walls. Their jets roared to life, expelling turbulent trails of ether that catapulted their mechs down through the exit beneath them. Within seconds, a hundred mechs were deployed, then two hundred, then finally the ship’s full complement: three hundred and twelve battle mechs. They were all armed to the teeth, fueled for battle, and flown by the highest-trained pilots onboard, not the least of whom was Petra.

She’d had no difficulty joining the vanguard team. The hive needed the talents of every expert pilot available, and she was one of the best.

Petra slammed her mech’s ether jets into overdrive and blasted away from the ship, swinging the metallic beast around to line up with the army of The Reek. Their orders were to fire at will, and she wasted no time charging her flameburst cannon to the max. When her mech was less than twenty wings from the ground, she pulled out of her dive and lit up an entire corner of The Reek army, burning a chasm three hundred wings deep in their ranks.

She checked her flanks, then curled her mech around for another pass, setting ablaze the same section of the army, except now coming from the other side.

When she pulled up from her second pass, her stream of fire connected with the first, creating a long line of fiery beasts that cut off the section from reinforcements.

Easier than grabbing bats in a barrel.

A dirty cloud to her left caught her attention, and she zoomed in with the mech’s binocular vision. The mental circlet around her crown gave her a detailed analysis of the cloud’s composition, including an estimate of its gross mass and its total number of spores.

It was in the billions.

She activated her intercom with a mere thought. “Commander, I’m seeing a mighty big spore cloud on the skyward side, twenty degrees from north. It’s drifting straight for Denrock City. Permission to engage?”

There was a momentary lapse before her superior responded. “I see it. You’ve got the green light. Give those bastards the hell they’ve earned, Pilot.”

“Affirmative.”

Petra switched her flameburst cannon to spread-attack mode and flew straight into the cloud, lighting it up with broad blasts. She continued to double back and pepper the cloud until its core reached an ignition point and a violent chain reaction occurred. The resulting explosion made her cockpit rattle as she shot free in a billowing storm of flame.

Petra zoomed in using her mental circlet again. Far in the distance, seated on the ground, was a member of The Reek that had been knocked clear on his gray ass from the explosion. He was separated from the others on a ridge overlooking the army, so she assumed he was fairly important. That made it all the more comical when Petra read the words on his lips.

“DAMMIT!”

She curved her mech around to the side and switched her cannon back to long-range mode. She double-checked she was within range, then fired a barrage at his location.

Clawyer never knew what hit him.
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“Is it ready yet?”

“Please, Your Majesty,” said Esme. “Thirty more seconds, that’s all.”

The queen and elemental were high above Denrock City, standing before cargo bay doors in an entirely different hive ship—Deep Space One.

“Come on, come on,” said Queen Remy, shifting impatiently.

“There,” said Esme, pushing away from the queen’s mech with a look of satisfaction. “Go on and try it. The new mind pod is hermetically sealed, which is the most important thing. Plus, it’s diamond, so it can take a few hits. Just please don’t subject it to anything too strenuous.”

The queen politely pushed past the elemental and climbed into the diamond clamshell before snapping it shut over her body. She was at her most compact size, courtesy of Diggy riding on her shoulder, and the fit was snug.

Nevertheless, she did fit, which was a damn sight better than the old pod, still lodged in the mech’s chest. Esme had grown the new mind pod from diamond, then further fueled its growth to swell around the mech so that it rode conveniently on its back. The hardest part had been jerry-rigging the interface so the mech would accept it, but that was well within Esme’s engineering capabilities.

The thing was ugly as sin, and if any other elementals were around, Esme would have been deeply embarrassed. Still, given the time constraints, she was proud of what she’d accomplished. She’d attempted a similar feat using emerald several years ago, only to discover that the weaker crystal couldn’t withstand the stresses of battle. According to her calculations, the upgraded diamond version had an eighty percent chance of success.

Esme sighed.

Honestly, if Remy returns without the mind pod ripped clean off, I’ll count that as a win.

“Diagnostics are fully online,” said the queen’s amplified voice. “I don’t have time for a thorough pre-flight check. We’ll have to skip straight to a field test.”

Esme glared at the transparent diamond clamshell and the queen gave a miniature wave as if acknowledging a military rally.

“Your Majesty, I must object. I truly think that’s unwise⁠—”

Esme’s words were cut short by a roaring blast of ether as the queen shot out of the cargo bay.

Moments later, the queen’s mech was on the ground, thumping into the soil amidst a whirlwind of dust. When the ether cleared, Diggy had already flexed his power, enlarging the queen’s mech to several times its original size.

It was gargantuan.

She broke into a gallop on all fours, pounding titanic claws against the ground in concert with the beat of massive wings that eclipsed the setting suns. The sound of her approach thundered in the ether, causing every Reek-possessed soldier in her path to swivel toward their doom. She rushed into their midst, crushing them into dust with a manic grin oddly mirrored on her mech.

When the queen reached the middle point of the enemy’s ranks, surrounded by thousands on all sides, she deployed her laser net. Diggy enlarged the weapon to spectacular proportions, then she clamped the mech’s jaws on the net’s tether and swung it about her with a deafening battle cry.

The weapon swept into clouds of spores, lighting up the sky with a fierce crackling. The Reek were instantly remade into charred ash.

The effect created a patch of bright, clear sky wherever she went, and she tore into the masses with unrelenting passion. Within mere moments, she’d decimated thousands of infected dragons, clearing an expansive space about her.

That was when one of the enemy captains had the idiotic notion of ordering an all-out assault, and a wave of gray dragons unexpectedly charged her from all sides. Queen Remy simply exhaled a line of dragonfire at the ground, backing it up with wide whisks of her laser net. Any dragons that survived she then stomped into dust.

The mindless minions were far weaker than living dragons, so they were sorely outmatched against the towering might of a battle mech. And against the queen’s mega-sized elite, they were like gnats spattering against a cliff.

Remy thoroughly enjoyed herself, galloping about amidst a storm of blazing ash. Unfortunately, the battle ended far too soon. They had so overwhelmed the enemy that the fight was over within a quarter-hour, and she’d been late to the party to begin with. She found herself slumping in disappointment, a gesture comically reflected by the hulking machine of death.

One of the newer battle mechs tromped up on all fours. Her mental interface indicated its pilot was another female, General Arkan. “An indisputable success, Your Highness! We’re receiving reports far and wide that The Reek is suppressed and on the run!”

“Very good, General, very good. I only wish I had arrived earlier.”

“Next time, perhaps, Your Majesty. Remember, we still need to scorch out the rest of Cave Landing. There’s bound to be some good fun there.”

The queen’s mech raised its shoulders and lifted its head as Remy’s mood improved. “A fair point, General. Thank you.”

“It brings up an important question, Your Majesty.” The general’s mech gestured at the sprawling plain of infected grasses. “How in the blazes will we keep these spores from accompanying us back to the ship?”

“Fire, General, and plenty of it. We direct all inbound mechs to take a thorough dousing in the ship’s thrusters before arriving back onboard. It was Esme’s idea. She already has several chambers being formed on Deep Space One to accommodate the concept.”

The queen’s mech pivoted about to peer at the conjoined ships in the sky. “She mentioned we could designate the older ship as ‘dirty’ and our own hive ship as ‘clean’. Then, once we’re all wrapped up here, she’ll flood the thrusters through the entirety of Deep Space One again for a final cleansing pass. None of us want these things making it to InBelt.”

The general’s mech nodded. “Hmm, that might do it. The mech’s flamesteel armor is rated for that kind of heat, too. It’s a good idea.”

“I also want a few squads to remain here at Denrock City to lead the sanitization effort. I want the dirt scorched to powder, General. We can’t tolerate a trace of Cordyceps to persist if there are to be farms on Tikes ever again.”

“I wholeheartedly agree. I’ll make it happen, Highness.”

Without warning, an urgent missive sounded in the queen’s intercom. “Your Majesty, one of the long-range scouts has discovered the site of an explosion ten miles sunward. There’s an unconscious male dragon. He’s barely alive and being guarded by a fierce little sprite. She won’t let us get anywhere near⁠—”

“What color is the sprite?!”

“Bright blue, Your Highness.”


CHAPTER 45
LINGERING EFFECTS



Shessar tumbled through space, adrift against a serene backdrop of stars. She was once again reduced to the humble form of a mere head and neck, her rockling body having been blown asunder by the terrible power of Firen’s heartfire.

Well, this is depressingly familiar.

She sighed.

She supposed she should be grateful. After all, she’d escaped death by a spore’s breadth.

True death, that is.

As she had kissed Firen in that fateful moment, flooding her spores into his mouth with blissful ecstasy, she’d glimpsed his surging heartfire. The spores in her mind had reacted instantly, spiking with forewarning. Apparently, they possessed an innate instinct inherited from their forebears who had witnessed the phenomenon before.

Trusting the spores’ intuition, she’d immediately commanded Rot to vomit her skyward. With the sub-second delay in the monster’s compliance, she’d breached the colossal flesh monster right as Firen’s heartfire exploded, launching her to the stars amongst an expanding wave of bone and gore.

And now here she was, speeding sunward.

It isn’t all bad. I’ve always wanted to travel.

She soon settled in for the voyage, her mind quieting into deep hibernation. Her spores curled up into a kind of low-energy stasis, where they could subsist on the ambient ether without consuming additional flesh.

She was ignorant of time, hurtling into the zone between the belts of Sardis.

Finally, her spores awoke, and so did she after some gentle encouragement. In their path swelled a titanic spherical sweeper. The blue planet was resplendent with oceans, mountains, and forests, a vibrant cacophony of life.

Shessar’s hunger awakened and a wicked smile tore the seal of her jaws, long gummed shut.

A new world full of new flavors! Oh, how I shall love conquering it!

Her speed accelerated, caught in the gravity of the approaching mass. After spending so long in the stoic presence of space, the change only added to her excitement, and giddy laughter croaked from the desiccated husks of her jaws.

The massive sphere swelled to fill her entire view. It was then that she detected a rapid rise in heat along her length. The sensation intensified, shuttering her mirth and replacing it with dread.

Suddenly, she was ablaze.

She desperately cast her scream into the ether.

But the universe didn’t respond this time.

And her prey below were accosted by nothing more than a trail of light.
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“He will live,” said Gren, wiping the back of her claw against an exhausted brow.

Tarly’s eyes were brimming with tears. “But will he be okay?” she asked, clenching her claws in angst. “How will I know if he’s going to be okay?”

The members of their ragtag group were crammed into the medic bay of Deep Space Six—Vasha, Keemee, Tarly, Esme, and surprisingly, Petra, who had yet to bathe after the battle and stank of scorched carbon.

Petra laid a talon on Gren’s arm with a surprisingly gentle touch. “Speak the blunt truth. She needs to hear it.” She glanced to the side. “We all do.”

Gren cleared her throat, then clasped Tarly’s claws in her own. “Your father’s memories were severely damaged when his heartfire went nova. The good news is that the spores were purged from his body, and he survived to tell the tale. He’s extremely fortunate to be alive. There were literally chunks of his brain that his body had to regrow.”

“H-how is that even possible?” asked Tarly, simmering with tears.

The medic gave her a rueful smile. “Queen Remy expressly commanded me to spare no expense with his medical treatments. Frankly, even that shouldn’t have been enough, but his body reacted unexpectedly well to the ether therapy we put him through. It’s an outright miracle. There’s no lingering brain damage whatsoever.”

“Thank the stars,” said Vasha.

The old medic clutched Tarly’s claws tighter. “Now for the bad news. Although his brain is fully recovered, physically speaking, the memories harbored in those old cells are gone, child. He doesn’t even know his name.” Gren shifted uneasily. “I’m sorry, dearie, but … he doesn’t even know you. It’s gone. Everything.”

“It’s not entirely hopeless,” said Vasha. “I have a collection of his entire memory stack because of our bond. It’s like a full mental backup, if you will, right up to the moment of the explosion.” Vasha’s flame flickered and turned dull. “But with his heartfire torn apart, we can’t establish a shared mindspace. There’s no way for me to put the memories back where they belong. Never mind the fact that he’ll never fly again.”

“So you are technically still bonded then?” asked Esme with genuine curiosity.

Vasha nodded with her flame. “A remnant of the bond is still there, although it’s tenuous at best. Like everything else, he won’t remember anything about it. At least, I highly doubt it.”

“Wait,” said Keemee. “Esme, you barged into a shared mindspace with me even before we bonded. Remember?”

“That’s impossible,” said Vasha.

“No, it’s true,” said Esme. “You should have seen it! Keemee was quite surprised when I busted in there like a rampaging animal, I must say.”

“Ha! I bet that’s quite the story,” said Petra, grinning as she tossed Esme a wink.

The elemental paused and glanced at the purple sprite. Without warning, she threw back her shoulders and shook out her crystalline robe. “It was a moment of sheer insanity. There I was, wild and untamed, vicious in my quest for love, uncaring of the inhibitions I carelessly tossed aside in the river of dreams. Like a rockling adrift on a mountain of loneliness, I wandered, ever seeking⁠—”

“Never mind,” said Petra, snorting. “I’m sorry I asked.”

Esme tightened her robe, abashed, and gave Petra an affronted look. “Yes, well, you weren’t there. It was exhilarating.”

“That was very good, bonded,” said Keemee, landing on Esme’s shoulder to give her a tender pat on the neck. The gentle touch mixed with the power of their bond did its trick, and Esme’s crystalline pupils relaxed.

“Do you think you could do it again, Esme?” asked Tarly. “For Dad?”

Esme’s brow rose in surprise. “What, my performance? Why, I’d love to! I’ll do the extended version just for him.”

“The mindspace,” said Tarly. “Would it work? Could you form a bridge between Vasha’s mind and his?”

Esme’s jaw clenched in determination. “Let’s go find out.” She clasped onto Tarly’s claw with her delicate hand, and they kicked off together to the recovery hollow next door.

“Let’s all go!” said Keemee. “I just love checking out Firen’s muscles. Maybe he’ll flex for us!”

Petra arched an eyebrow. “Hell, I’d watch that.”

Vasha flared bright blue.

A minute later, Esme led them up to Firen’s medical cocoon, replete with gurgling tubes of magical fluids and his head popped out from the top.

“DAD!” Tarly leaped to his neck, clutching it in a fierce embrace. “Dad, are you okay?”

Firen replied with a strained smile, unable to hide his evident confusion. “F-fine, thank you, little one. How are you … all … doing today?”

“See?” said Gren. “He doesn’t know you. He has no recollection. Take a look at his medical data sheet, dearie.”

She turned a knob on the medical cocoon, and a translucent blue square sprang into existence.

COMMON DRAGON OF SARDIS

Power Level: Moderate

Threat Level: Varies

Abilities: None detected

Appearance: Blue

Description: Common dragon inhabitant of the Sardis System.

Medical Prognosis: This individual displays recent signs of life-threatening damage, including severe brain trauma. Condition stable. Shattered heartfire detected. Rehabilitation at a heartfire recovery facility highly recommended.

Tarly’s quivering lower lip and brimming eyes spoke volumes. “It says he’s common again,” she said, bewildered.

“Don’t believe that hot dung for one second,” said Petra, slapping Tarly’s back a tad too hard for her juvenile frame. “Your dad is anything but common. Remember when he made me bleed in our very first fight?” Petra stared off into space, dwelling on the memory. “The bastard.”

“Never mind that now,” said Esme. “Let me see what I can do about a mindspace.” She cracked her knuckles with a sound like splintering glass then turned to the patient. “Firen, we’re going to try something. You might not understand what’s going on. I only ask that you relax and don’t resist my efforts.”

They could all see the gears turning in Firen’s mind as he willfully fought his apprehension and decided to trust her. “Yes, I … I think I can do that.”

Esme nodded and gave him a genuine smile. “Perfect. First, Vasha, I’m going to put you right on Firen’s head.”

She cupped Vasha’s flame in her hand, then moved slowly and deliberately so as not to startle Firen, placing the azure sprite atop his crown with the gentlest care.

Rather than remove her cupped hand, she left it there in contact with the sprite while placing her other lightly against Firen’s temple.

“Very good. Now, Vasha, initiate the spark, if you please.”

The sprite’s bright arc began flickering and Esme closed her eyes, diving into her own mind, intent on stretching toward that special mindspace she so enjoyed with Keemee.

A feeling of resistance pressed briefly against her, then she was through, eliciting a blinding flash in her mind’s eye. When the light faded, they were there, the three of them floating beside each other in a shared mindspace as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

There was one problem.

They were all elementals.

Vasha was a bright aquamarine crystal with angular limbs and a face full of surprise. Firen’s body was similar, although it was a lighter hue with a thicker torso.

“Ah,” said Vasha, examining her crystalline form with a raised hand. “I suppose I shouldn’t be all that shocked. Firen’s identity as a dragon is severely compromised, and my form, as an amorphous sprite, would adapt readily to your strong sense of self, Esme.”

“Oh dear,” said Esme. “Do you think it could still work? You only need to transfer the memories, correct?”

Firen was staring wide-eyed all around him. He had yet to notice his new crystal body. “Something about this place seems oddly familiar. Have I been here before?”

Vasha’s gaze snapped to Esme. “Let’s do it. We’re so close, we must try.”

The blue sprite in elemental form concentrated briefly and a billion tiles appeared behind her, each a memory animated in vibrant color. The display entranced Firen.

With a gesture of her hand, the tiles reduced to a fraction of their number, listing only Firen’s memories.

“What is this?” said Firen, agog at the wall of images.

“This is you, beloved,” said Vasha, with a broadening smile. “And you’re about to know it.”

She rushed at him, leaping into his open arms.

Time slowed.

The mindspace exploded into light.


EPILOGUE



If it weren’t for the absence of gravity, Captain Brinks would have outright collapsed when he arrived at the lower dock of Deep Space Six. He’d been flying non-stop since spotting the ship en route to Denrock City several hours ago. And it was a good thing he had, for the two-minute warning sounded on the cargo bay doors a moment later.

He was positively exhausted.

I could have died! Damn elemental.

Esme had been at the forefront of his thoughts ever since she’d kicked him adrift. The embarrassment of that moment, combined with her bold audacity, had his anger boiling with unquenchable fury. He endlessly replayed the scene in his mind, reliving the humiliation to the point that his bitterness fermented into a calcified thorn lodged deep in his mind.

I’ll kill that bitch.

He turned aside, thankful for the distraction offered by a flurry of mechs arriving at the last minute. No one saw him snake among the metal stacks of boxed cargo, seeking a side tunnel to nurse his wounds, both physical and mental.

He needed time to heal. Time to regroup. Time to scheme.

He dove into a neglected passageway leading to the waste processing levels.

No one will find me down here.

As his shadow melded with the passageway’s gloom, a single gray spore clung to his underside, deep within a fold of skin by his haunches where it would be easily overlooked. Its chemical influences were already affecting the unbonded dragon.

The spore remained obedient to Shessar’s command several hours prior. She had cast it out to the ether winds with a small batch of others as a half-hearted experiment, not even sure of her motives at the time. But to the tiny spore, her dominance continued to reign supreme, its thoughts perpetually cycling on the single word she had uttered.

Hide.
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DATA OF INTEREST



STAR SPRITES COLORS AND THEIR SPECIALTIES:

	Black: To be revealed

	Violet: Mass

	Indigo: Size

	Blue: Power

	Green: To be revealed

	Yellow: Speed

	Orange: Rebirth

	Red: To be revealed

	White: To be revealed



THE FLOORS OF DEEP SPACE SIX AND THEIR DESIGNATIONS:

	1-2: Crystal elemental’s quarters

	3: Ether processing

	4: Queen’s personal quarters

	5: Royal Guard’s quarters

	6: Throne room

	7: Bridge

	8: Navigation, communications & long range scanning

	9: Weapons & defense

	10: Guest quarters

	11: Dynamic growth level

	12: Space dock

	13-18: General living quarters

	19: Egg hatchery & nursery

	20-24: Combat training

	25-28: Mech training

	29: Battle arena

	30-34: Eating facilities

	35: Dynamic growth level

	36: Space dock

	37-54: Farming

	55-59: Ice reserves

	60-68: Engineering & materials processing

	69: Space dock

	70: Dynamic growth level

	71-74: Propulsion

	75: Waste processing



THE MECH CLASSES AND MODELS OF SARDIS:

Utility Class: Manual interface.

Variants include mining mechs, transport mechs, general purpose, etc.

Battle Class: Partial mental interface.

Model Name / Level 1 Upgrades

Bracing / Speed

Stalwart / Speed, Defense

Lancing / Speed, Defense, Attack

Elite Class: Total mental interface. Sprite-compatible.

Model Name / Level 2 Upgrades

Valorous / Speed

Defiant / Speed, Defense

Vengeful / Speed, Defense, Attack

OTHER:

Learn more about Cordyceps here:

[image: ]


Learn more about isopods, the ancient ancestors of rocklings here:

[image: ]



ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Hi, I’m Ben. I live in Kansas City with my wife and three kids. I’m a software developer for CarePortal and I strive to reflect Jesus with my life. I write fantasy stories that are fun, fast-paced, full of adventure, and unpredictable. If you’d like to send me a message, email benjamin.barreth@gmail.com.

My other published work is a story about a boy stuck in a monster dungeon. When he finally escapes, he’s stronger than everyone else, but fighting enemies turns out to be the least of his problems. It’s a fast-paced, quirky, duology called Overpowered Dungeon Boy. If you enjoy my style of writing and tend to like more traditional fantasy stories with elves and dwarves, you’ll love it. Please check it out using this link or the QR code below.
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GROUPS


If you’re interested in discovering more about LitRPG, check out the following Facebook groups: LitRPG, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, LitRPG Forum, LitRPG Books, and LitRPG Releases.


LITRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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